Se i: HD 
BOINN- DJA: 


“fascinating. outofordinary, and sexy ... [love che story, —Mrs Giggles 





ONIN Lope BD) 30 





Bone Deep 

Bonnie Dee 

(c) 2005 

Bone Deep 

Bonnie Dee 
Published 2005 
ISBN 1-59578-163-3 


Published by Liquid Silver Books, imprint of Atlantic Bridge 
Publishing, 10509 


Sedgegrass Dr, Indianapolis, Indiana 46235. Copyright © 
2005, Bonnie Dee. All rights reserved. No part of this 
publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, 


mechanical, recording or otherwise, without the prior 
written permission of the author. 


Manufactured in the United States of America 
Liquid Silver Books 

http://LSbooks.com 

Email: 

raven@LSbooks.com 

Editor 

Tina Burns 

Cover Artist 

April Martinez 


This is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents and 
dialogues in this book are of the author’s imagination and 
are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual 
events or persons, living or dead, is completely coincidental. 


Dedication 


This is for all the fanfic gang out there who read and 
reviewed my stories over the past years. Your enthusiastic 
Support gave me the confidence to pursue writing as a part 
time career, as well as a hobby. Thank you. 


Chapter One 


Discordant carnival music and the smell of burnt sugar, 
popcorn and axle grease drifted through the crisp fall air. In 
the dusk, the colored lights of the rusty rides shone in 
broken lines where bulbs were missing. Faded canvas tents 
housed games of chance, a fortune-teller, a fun house and 
freaks. Sarah walked the trash-strewn paths between booths 
and rides and wondered why she had come. She hated 
carnivals. 


“Sarah, you made it!” Grace May called across the loud 
music and barker’s cries. 


She caught up with Sarah and linked arms with her. “I’m so 
glad. You spend far too much time alone on the farm. You 
need to get out more.” 


Sarah smiled without comment. It was easy to read Grace’s 
silent message between the lines. ‘Stop grieving. John was 
killed over a year and a half ago. It’s time to start living 
again.’ But Grace couldn’t possibly know what Sarah felt like 
inside, barren and hard as drought-baked earth longing for 
rain but more likely to shed water than accept it and grow 
soft again. John’s body had been shipped home from the 
front just before V.E. 


day ended the war. She could pinpoint April 29, 1945 as the 
day her heart froze. The moment she’d seen John in the 
coffin and realized that his death was real, Sarah had 
stopped feeling much of anything. 


She drew her light blue cardigan more tightly around her. 
There was a chill in the air tonight at the end of a hot 
September day. 


Grace squeezed her arm. “Look, | know you’ re going to be 
mad at me but...” 


“Grace, what’d you do?” 


“I told Mike to bring a friend along. You know Andrew 
Harper, who works at the hardware store? He’s new in town, 
single, pushing forty but a real sweet guy and he’s looking 
for someone.” 


“Well, I’m not.” Sarah pulled her arm away from Grace, 
annoyed at her friend’s meddling. “And | don’t appreciate 
your match- making without consulting me first.” 


“Come on. Don’t be upset. It’s only for this one evening. If 
you don’t like the guy, you don’t have to see him again. Oh 
look, there they are.” Grace grabbed Sarah’s arm again and 
tugged her toward two men standing near the entrance to 
one of the tents. 


Grace’s new husband, Mike, was talking to a red-haired guy 
with a pleasant smile on his freckled face she assumed was 
Harper. He wore a short-sleeved shirt and a navy blue 
sweater-vest, and she vaguely remembered seeing him 
when she had her screen door repaired at McNulty’s 
Hardware. She might even have talked to him, but if she 
had it hadn’t left an impression. 


Harper’s grip was warm as he shook her hand. “Hi. I’m 
Andrew Harper. | work at the...” 


“McNulty’s. | know. I’ve seen you there. I’m Sarah ... Sarah 
Cassidy. ” She pulled her hand away from his and adjusted 
her sweater around her shoulders again, aware of Grace and 
Mike exchanging glances off to her left. “So, how do you like 
living in Fairfield?” 


Harper shifted on his feet and a flush crept up from his neck, 
covering his freckles. “I like it just fine.” He cleared his 
throat and looked off across the fairgrounds. 


“Well... that’s nice.” Sarah couldn’t think of anything to 
add. She didn’t want to make small talk. She wished she 
was at home reading a book or listening to the radio. 


Mike stepped forward interrupting, the awkward moment. 
“Okay ... how about a ride on the Ferris wheel, ladies?” 


“Not for me,” Grace replied. “I hate heights and even if | 
didn’t | wouldn’t trust that.” She gestured to the ancient 
metal wheel arching slowly against the night sky. The cars 
swayed jerkily as it came to a stop. 


Andrew pointed to the tent beside them. “How about in 
here?” 


Sarah looked at the painting on the side of the canvas; 
obese, bearded, dwarfed, misshapen, tattooed, 
hermaphrodite freaks were inside. You could gape at them 
for only a quarter. She thought that people who were willing 
to pay to view freaks were more pathetic than the 
unfortunates themselves, but Grace and Mike agreed with 
Andrew. 


Sarah paid her money and followed the others inside. 


In the hushed darkness under the canvas, each display was 
illuminated by a single bare bulb. The dim light cast odd 
shadows, adding to the gloomy atmosphere of the stifling 
tent. Heat from earlier in the day was trapped in the airless 
enclosure. The smell of unwashed bodies and cow dung was 
rank. 


Sarah removed her cardigan and tied it around her hips. 
Only a few other people besides her group wandered from 
one attraction to the next. There was a placard set up in 
front of each ‘display’ so you could be sure of what you 
were supposed to be looking at. 


Sarah felt like she had stepped back into medieval times as 
she trailed her friends from one mistake of nature to the 
next. There was a calf lying on a bed of straw, a fifth leg 
sticking out of its side. A two-foot-tall dwarf sat on a stool, 
smoking a cigarette and gazing impassively back at the fair- 
goers. What next? Bear baiting and a public execution? 


She watched as the bearded woman pulled open her robe to 
reveal a breast then tugged on her facial hair to prove its 
validity. Sarah quickly dropped her eyes, feeling like a 
voyeur. She moved on to look at another woman who had 
some kind of growth on the side of her neck, which on closer 
examination proved to have stunted facial features— 


nature’s abortive attempt at a twin. 


The others lingered, looking at the woman with the tumor, 
but Sarah moved quickly ahead, anxious to be out of the 
hot, smelly tent. It felt wrong and intrusive to be gaping at 
these peoples’ anomalies. 


The next station appeared to be empty. The wooden chair 
beneath the yellow glow of the naked bulb was empty. 
Sarah peered into the shadows behind the spotlighted chair 
and saw something moving. 


Then the dark figure stepped into the circle of light. 


Sarah drew in her breath sharply. 


He was a walking tapestry of color. Every bit of the almost 
nude man standing before her was covered in tattoos. 
Angels, devils, dragons, flames, flowers and skulls were 
tossed on blue waves. There was no common theme to the 
tattoos and only the decorative swirls connected them. It 
gave the impression of flotsam floating in the wake of a 
shipwreck. 


In the center of the man’s chest was a red heart, not a 
Valentine confection but a knobby fist-shaped lump with 
stubs of aortas sticking out. Wrapped around the heart were 
links of black chain, binding it tight. 


The movements of his muscles as he took his seat caused 
the images to expand and contract, as if they pulsed with 
life. 


It took Sarah a moment to register how very nearly naked 
he was. A small loincloth hung from his hips. As he sat, 
propping one knee up on a rung of the chair, the cloth 
opened to reveal that his thigh was covered with images 
right up to his groin. 


A flush of heat lanced through her, settling warmly in 
between her legs. She nervously brushed her hair back from 
her burning cheeks and tucked it behind her ear. 


She knew she should move on, but she couldn’t stop 
examining him. 


The man stared ahead, gazing across the tent, focusing on 
something she couldn't see. 


Sarah fought the urge to look over her shoulder at whatever 
he was looking at. 


His body was as concealed as if he had been clothed. The 
designs and colors covered every limb and muscle, 
distracting the eye from his nudity. Even his face and 
shaven head were tattooed. More tentacles of the swirling 
blue design marked his cheeks and framed his eyes making 
the vivid blue of the irises crackle against the whites. 


He turned his head to the side. Images bloomed up the back 
of his neck and fanned out over his scalp in a fountain of 
colors. The shreds of pale skin between the tattoos only 
served as contrast to red, purple, ochre, green and inky 
black. 


Sarah suddenly realized that her friends had already 
stopped, looked at the tattooed man and gone on ahead 
while she still stood and stared. Unwillingly, she set her feet 
moving. 


Just then he faced forward again and for a brief moment his 
eyes caught and held Sarah’s. 


Her breath stopped and her heart pounded in her chest. 


He was seeing her, gazing at her as intently as she had 
been gazing at him, looking deep inside her. 


She felt an emotional nakedness that matched his physical 
nudity. She couldn’t break away from his gaze. Tears stung 
her eyes and she blinked rapidly to clear them. 


Then, abruptly, the man looked away again, staring 
sightlessly at that invisible mark on the opposite side of the 
tent. 


Sarah moved on, feeling shaken and anxious, wondering 
what had just happened to her. Ready to go home and bury 
herself under the covers, she walked quickly past the rest of 


the exhibits, heading for the door. Before she followed her 
friends out of the sideshow Sarah took a last glance back at 
the tattooed man, but a cluster of people blocked her view. 
She had to leave without seeing him again. 


The rest of the evening passed in a blur of carnival lights 
and music and too much noise. She made inane small talk 
with Grace, Mike, and Andrew but nothing registered. 


She felt like she was walking in a dream. Her mind 
repeatedly returned to the arresting vision of the tattooed 
man—to his intense eyes even more than the art sprawled 
across his body. 


She wanted to find an excuse to steal away from her 
friends, pay her quarter and see him one last time. Instead, 
she bid her friends goodnight, rejected Andrew’s offer to see 
her home and walked over the hill and through the pasture 
to her house. 


Lying in bed, she stared out the window at the starry sky 
and thought that the images on the skin of the tattooed 
man were like the constellations, unrelated picture-stories 
joined together in glittering array. 


When she finally slept, Sarah had strange, erotic dreams. 
There were no stories, only lust-drenched sensations and 
provocative images. In her dreams she saw the Virgin Mary 
and a grinning, horned devil coiled in an embrace and when 
she reached out to touch them she felt hot, satiny-smooth 
Skin beneath her palms. 


She awoke gasping for breath, wet between the legs and 
her nipples hard with arousal. Sweat slicked her hair to her 
scalp and molded her nightgown to her skin. She sat up, 
steadied her breath until it was back under control; then 
shook out her twisted sheet. 


She lay back down on her side, stared at the wall and tried 
to sleep, but erotic images of colorful skin continued to 
tease her imagination. Her skin felt sensitive and itchy, 
especially where her inner thighs pressed together. Finally 
she pulled off her nightgown and tossed it on the floor. 


When she closed her eyes, the tattooed man was staring 
back at her. 


She caressed her breasts, pulled and rolled her nipples 
between her fingers. She slipped her right hand down her 
soft belly, over her pubic mound to between her legs. 


She touched herself delicately at first, then harder, moving 
her finger in circles over her clitoris until her tension was 
released. She came, letting out an almost silent moan, 
arching up in surrender before relaxing between the sweat- 
damp sheets. 


She stared up at the white ceiling, following the crack that 
traveled across the south corner of the room with her eyes. 
She felt better for a moment—more like herself. But when 
she closed her eyes again, the tattooed man was still 
looking at her. 


After another hour of fruitlessly trying to sleep, Sarah gave 
up and rose. She put on pants and a shirt, her saddle shoes, 
a heavy jacket, and went outside. The chill, pre-dawn air 
drew into her lungs like ice and slapped her wide awake. 
Stiff, frost-covered grass crunched underfoot as she walked 
across the pasture and up the hill once more. 


From the top Sarah stared down into the empty field 
beyond. It was trampled, muddy and trash-strewn. Deep 
ruts led from the field up a dirt track to the road. The 
carnival was gone, but the memory of the tattooed man 
lingered. 


She sighed. She wouldn’t have gone down there anyway. It 
wasn’t as if she would have sought out the tattooed man, 
stretched out her hand and said, “Hi there. My name’s 
Sarah. Let’s talk.” 


She turned and trudged back to the farm, feeling listless 
and exhausted. 


* OK OOK OX 


By the time she reached home, the sun was up. She made 
coffee and drank a cup while listening to the morning news 
on the radio, then went out to the barn to milk the cow and 
feed the horse. She missed her dog, Sheba, plodding along 
at her side. The old dog had died the previous winter and 
Sarah hadn't had the heart to replace her. Sheba had been 
John’s childhood pet and Sarah’s last link with him. To get a 
new pup felt like a betrayal. She wasn’t ready for it, but the 
place was lonely without a pet. 


Inside the barn she turned on the hose and filled the water 
troughs for the livestock then put grain in Edison’s feedbox. 
She patted the bay horse’s soft, velvet nose. 


He chuffed a warm breath from his huge nostrils before 
dipping his head down to eat. 


Sarah forked out the dirty hay from both stalls, working 
around the animals, but decided to wait to pitch down fresh 
hay from the loft until she had milked Millie. 


She took the milking stool from its hook on the wall, set it by 
the cow’s warm brown flank, grasped her udders and pulled. 
Sarah drained off only a half pail of milk. Maybe Bill Peters 
would let her put the cow in with his herd for a while to 
mate with his bull. 


Millie needed to calve again in order to start producing more 
milk. 


After covering the milk pail and setting it aside, Sarah 
climbed up the ladder to the haymow to toss down fresh 
hay into both the animals’ stalls. The sweet smell of hay 
tickled her nose and the dust had her sneezing. She 
grabbed the pitchfork and jabbed it into a pile of hay. 


Something moved. It was big—much bigger than the 
occasional rat Sarah turned up when pitching hay. A figure 
scrambled out from under the hay, shaking off the long 
yellow grass. 


Sarah screamed at the top of her lungs, dropped the 
pitchfork and scrambled back. 


The man staggered to his feet. 


She screamed again and took another reflexive step 
backward. She felt the edge of the loft opening beneath her 
foot and empty space beyond it. She teetered on the edge 
for a moment, waving her arms and still screaming. 


The man lunged for her, grabbing her arm and pulling her 
back from the opening. He put a firm hand over her mouth 
to silence her screams. 


She bit his palm and twisted in his grasp. 


He jerked his hand away from her mouth with a wordless 
cry, then let go of her arm and backed up with his hands 
raised. 


Sarah stared wide-eyed. She recognized the blooming colors 
on his hands and head. 


The tattooed man wore black pants and shoes and a dark 
navy wool coat to which hay tenaciously clung. He stood 
there in her barn loft, hands up like she was the sheriff in 
some Western come to arrest him. The strangest part was 
that he never said a word. He hadn’t cursed when she bit 
him or tried to calm her or explain his presence. He was 
completely silent. 


“What...?” Sarah couldn’ t manage anymore. Her hand went 
to her chest, covering her pounding heart. 


He stood, frozen in place, waiting for her to release him, 
gazing at her solemnly like he would wait there all day until 
she told him to move. 


“Why are you here?” she finally said, then added, “You can 
put your hands down. ” 


He slowly lowered his hands to his sides. 


She waited for an answer but he gave none. Maybe he was 
mute. “Can you speak?” 


“Yes.” His voice was quiet. 


She was relieved. She had been afraid that if he wasn’t 
mute he was so mentally deficient he couldn’t understand 
her. 


“What are you doing here?” she repeated. 
“Sleeping. ” 


“You’ve left the carnival? Why? ” Her mind raced and her 
inner voice whispered, Escaped. 


He remained silent, but his deep blue eyes still gazed into 
hers. 


They were the saddest eyes she’d ever seen. 


She clenched her hands by her sides. The logical part of her 
was telling her to dive for the pitchfork or make a break for 
the ladder, but his demeanor was completely non- 
threatening. 


“Were they ... Did they mistreat you there?” She felt foolish 
asking. He was an adult male who had probably simply 
chosen to leave unsatisfactory employment. Why did she 
have mental images of cages and beatings playing in her 
head? 


His eyes slid away from hers. His jaw tightened, making the 
blue swirls undulate and then, almost imperceptibly, he 
inclined his head. 


“Oh, ” she murmured. Her eyes widened as a thought 
struck. “Will they come back looking for you? ” 


He shrugged. “Maybe.” 

She stepped toward him. “We should go to the police.” 
He shook his head, backing up a step. “No.” 

“But ... were you kept there against your will?” 

He hesitated, then nodded. 

“For how long? ” 


He paused again then answered softly, “Always.” 


“Always.” She repeated, trying to comprehend it. “Always? 
You were raised there?” 


“Yas, "m 


“My God.” Sarah had no idea what to say or do next so she 
said the first thing that popped into her mind, the easy way 
to make things better. “Are you hungry? Do you want 
something to eat?” She gestured toward the house. “I can 
make you breakfast.” 


He nodded. 


As she climbed down the ladder, Sarah realized that she had 
just invited this stranger into her house. But the idea of this 
quiet man attempting to hurt her seemed impossible. 


She was struck by the oddness of the whole situation. There 
was the old cliché about running away to join the circus, but 
who could imagine a real- life situation where someone 
would be running from it. 


The man climbed silently and gracefully down the ladder 
from the loft. 


As she waited for him at the bottom of the ladder, she 
noticed how worn the bottoms of his shoes were and how 
threadbare his pants and patched jacket. He looked like a 
neglected scarecrow, following her across the yard toward 
the house. 


She glanced at him from the corner of her eye, fascinated 
by the tattooed licks of flame that followed the line of his 
jaw. 


He glanced over and his eyes met hers. 


Sarah blinked and quickly looked away, embarrassed to be 
caught gawking. She opened the back door to the kitchen, 
scraping her feet off on the mat in the mud room before 
going inside. She took off her coat and hung it on the hook 
before realizing that he hadn’t followed her inside. 


He stood on the bottom step, waiting. 


She reached a hand out as if coaxing a wild animal. “It’s all 
right. Come in.” 


He brushed at the bits of hay clinging to his coat then 
looked down at his muddy shoes. 


“Go ahead and take off your coat and hang it. And you can 
leave your shoes in the entry. ” 


Slowly he walked up the steps, unbuttoning and taking off 
the coat. The long-sleeved, blue cotton shirt he wore 
underneath was thin with age and ripped at one shoulder 
seam. 


Sarah caught a glimpse of bright colored skin through the 
gaping fabric before she turned away and ushered him into 
the kitchen. “Please, sit down. ” She gestured to the metal 
kitchen table. A red-flowered oilcloth covered the top, the 
matching metal chairs upholstered in faded red vinyl. 


Sarah had yearned to redecorate the kitchen since she 
moved into the house on her wedding day four years ago, 
but money was tight and throwing out sturdy pieces of 
furniture just because you felt like having something new 
was not the farmer’s way. 


“Eggs and bacon?” She pulled a frying pan from the 
cupboard and set it on the stove. 


When he didn’t answer, she went to the refrigerator and 
pulled them out. 


The silence as she moved around the kitchen was awkward. 
She wished he would say something, anything. She laid the 
bacon in the skillet. As it started to sizzle, she turned and 
rested her back against the counter, arms folded, looking at 
him. “What’s your name?” 


He had been staring at the floor, but looked up at her as if 
startled to be addressed. 


Again she was struck by the vivid blue eyes highlighted by 
his exotic face. 


“Tom, ” he said after a moment. 


She nodded. “I’m Sarah. ” She bit her bottom lip then 
released it. “Can you tell me a little more about yourself, 
why you left the carnival, where you’re planning on going?” 


His eyes shifted away and he didn’t reply. 


“Do you have any idea where you're going? ” she asked 
gently, guessing the answer. 


“No.” 
The bacon sizzled louder and its rich aroma filled the room. 


Sarah looked down at the faded linoleum squares beneath 
her feet and made an impulsive decision. “| have some odd 
jobs that need doing around here. You could do them in 
exchange for meals and a bed in the loft.” 


He looked up frowning, eyes scanning her face as though 
trying to read it. “Why? 


Why would you help me?” 


Memories of the previous night’s dreams and fantasies 
tumbled through her mind and Sarah slammed them into a 
back closet in her head. “I... because ... | don’t know. 


Just because.” She shrugged helplessly, not wanting to 
really examine the why at all. She turned to crack a pair of 
eggs into the bacon grease. 


She turned back to him suddenly, and caught his eyes 
scanning her body. A flush of heat raced through her. 


Instantly he looked away. Underneath the tattooed swirls of 
blue, she was sure he was blushing. 


She turned back to the stove and served up Tom’s 
breakfast. She slid a plate laden with toast, bacon and eggs 
in front of him and laid out flatware for him. 


He grabbed the spoon, hunched over the plate and scooped 
one of the eggs into his mouth. He snapped it up like a 
hungry dog then swallowed it down. He jammed bacon and 
toast rapidly into his mouth as if it might be taken away if 
he didn’t hurry. His jaws bulged as he ate. The flames and 
swirls flowed with his muscle movements. In less time than 
it had taken her to crack open one of the eggs, he had the 
whole meal inside him. 


“Do you want more?” she asked. “I can make you another 
couple eggs.” 


He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and looked up 
at her with a doubtful frown. “Yeah? ” 


She smiled. “Of course you can have more. It'll only take a 
minute.” 


Twenty minutes later, he polished his plate for the last time. 
He had eaten a half dozen eggs, four pieces of toast and 
eight strips of bacon plus two full glasses of orange juice. 


Sarah poured a cup of coffee for each of them, then sat 
down at the table across from him. She asked Tom a few 
more questions about himself and the carnival but only got 
monosyllables or silence in answer. She sipped her coffee 
and tried to think how to draw him out. Perhaps the best 
thing to put him at ease would be for her to tell him a little 
about herself. 


“This was actually my husband’s family farm. It’s been in 
the Cassidy family for three generations, but John and | 
never got around to making a fourth. ” She added the words 
that still stuck in her throat, “He was killed in the war.” 


She waited for the obligatory “I’m sorry, ” but he simply 
watched her with his far-seeing eyes. 


“Since John’s parents had already passed on, | inherited the 
farm. | rent the fields to some of the neighbors. My hands 
are full just taking care of the three acres around the house, 
the garden and the animals. It’s not really a one-person job, 
taking care of all of this and there are things I’m simply not 
strong enough to tend to. | would really appreciate having a 
handyman around for a few days.” She knew she was 
talking too much and too fast, but his penetrating stare and 
his complete foreignness made her extremely nervous. 
“Look, | don’t know what happened to you, what those 
people did, but if you want to, we can drive into town and 
go to the police.” 


He shifted in his chair as though he might get up. “No.” A 
stench of body odor wafted across to Sarah. 


She had vaguely noticed it before when he grabbed her arm 
to keep her from falling from the loft, but had been too 
alarmed to register it then. The scent of frying bacon had 
covered his rank odor until now. She wondered if there was 
a kind way to offer him a bath. 


“All right. No police.” She set down her cup. “I need to get 
started on my daily chores. Do you want me to give you 
something to do?” 


He looked relieved. “Yes.” 


“Well, | never did get the hay pitched down for the stock’s 
bedding. If you’d care to do that...” 


He nodded and stood, picking up his empty plate and cup. 
“Thank you for the food.” 


“You're welcome. You can put those in the sink.” She 
watched him move about her kitchen, rinsing dishes and 
setting them in the sink, with a sense of astonishment that 
this was actually happening. She felt like she was ina 
bizarre dream from which she would soon wake. But when 
he turned and looked at her expectantly, she knew this was 
no dream. She couldn’t imagine such intense eyes if she 
tried. 


Sarah led Tom out to the barn and set him to work pitching 
hay while she led the horse and cow out to pasture. After 
that she showed him her neat vegetable patch and 
explained which leaves were weeds. She left him to work 
the rows with a hoe and she went into the house to start 
laundry. 


At the door she stopped and watched him for a moment. 


Tom seemed totally content in the task—or maybe he was 
simply used to following orders. He chopped carefully 
around each plant. The hot sun beat down and aftera 
moment he stopped to remove his shirt and toss it down at 
the end of a row. 


Her stomach jumped as the peacock hues of his skin shone 
on the rippling muscles of his back and shoulders. She 
quickly went inside, trying to ignore the arousal that 
hardened her nipples and tightened her crotch. 


Sarah hated laundry day. She supposed she should be 
grateful that John’s parents had installed indoor plumbing 
and she had both hot and cold running water at her 
command. 


The update to the farmhouse hadn’t taken place all that 
many years ago. But even with that convenience, scrubbing 
the clothes, running them through the press, rinsing, then 
running them through a second time, was exhausting work. 
An hour later she emerged from the house onto the front 
porch with a basket full of sheets and undergarments to 
hang on the line. 


In the garden Tom was crouched down weeding by hand. 


She was about to call out to him to come to the house for a 
break and offer him some lemonade and cookies, when the 
sound of an engine coming up the dirt road caught her 
attention. She looked up as a dented, gray pickup truck 
drove up the driveway, and when she glanced back at the 
garden, Tom had disappeared. 


The truck parked in front of the house. 


Sarah set down her laundry basket on the porch. 


A man with striking silver-streaked black hair and a full 
brush of a moustache got out of the truck. He was tall and 
thin, dressed in a black suit, shiny with age that reminded 
Sarah of an undertaker. He approached her with a smile that 
somehow looked more sinister than friendly—maybe 
because she had a good idea who he was. 


“Good day, ma’am. ” He walked to the bottom of the porch 
steps and offered Sarah his hand. It was damp and clammy, 
and she had the urge to wipe her hand on her apron after 
touching it. 


“My name is Art Reed. | own Reed’s Entertainments.” He 
jerked a thumb toward the hill indicating the recently 
departed carnival. “Maybe you stopped by our show. ” 


Sarah crossed her arms over her chest and tried to appear 
calm and casual. “Yes, | did. Just last night.” 


He smiled up at her. “I hope you enjoyed it. Anyway, the 
problem is one of our people has gone missing. I’m checking 
around the area to see if anyone has seen him.” 


“Gone missing?” Sarah repeated. 


Reed sighed and shook his head, his moustache drooping as 
his smile disappeared. 


“Wandered off most likely. He’s soft in the head and needs 
to be looked after, poor lad. 


We were twenty miles down the road before | noticed he 
was gone. He’s like my own son, and | just want to find him 
again and get him home safe.” 


Sarah's forehead creased in concern. “Oh, that’s terrible. 
What does he look like?” 


He smiled again, revealing uneven yellow teeth. “You 
couldn’t miss him—the tattooed man, one of our best 
attractions.” 


“Yes! Yes, | saw him. ... | mean, at the carnival last night.” 
She stretched her acting skills, widening her eyes and 
bringing a hand to her heart. “Good heavens, is he 
dangerous?” 


“No, not at all. But he’s never been on his own. His mother 
was our fortune-teller and when she died | raised the child. 
This yo ung man has no idea of how to survive alone, so you 
can see that it’s imperative | get him back to the safety of 
his home.” 


“Of course, Mr. Reed, l'Il keep my eyes open. ” She 
shuddered extravagantly. “And my doors locked just in case 
he’s not as harmless as you think. Have you notified the 
police?” 


“Mrs...?” 
“Cassidy. ” 


“Mrs. Cassidy, in my business we prefer to take care of 
things on our own. The authorities aren’t always friendly to 
the traveling entertainment industry. So, if you see this man 
—Tom’s his name—l’ll be staying at the Fairfield Motel for a 
night. You can reach me at their phone.” He handed her a 
Small piece of paper with a number scrawled on it. 


Sarah resisted the urge to shudder as she took it from his 
bony fingers. 


“Tomorrow | must catch up with the carnival. It’ll be set up 
over in Hooperstown. ” 


He sighed loudly. “I certainly hope | find him before | have to 
leave. | hate to think of the poor imbecile wandering the 
countryside lost.” 


“I'll certainly let you know if | see him,” Sarah said. 


He nodded and climbed back into his vehicle, waving as he 
drove off. 


She stood on the porch watching until the dust on the road 
settled then she walked over to the garden. The swaying 
leaves of dry corn stalks, plucked of their ears this late in 
the season, made a whispering sound. She knew Tom was in 
there somewhere, or maybe lying between the rows of bush 
beans. 


“He’s gone. You can come out now. ” 


She couldn’t suppress a smile when he popped up like some 
bizarrely painted forest creature in the middle of her garden. 
He rose from between the staked bean plants, brushing dirt 

off his chest and stomach. It mixed with sweat and streaked 

him in muddy brown that dulled the vibrant colors. 


“Why don’t you come inside for a while, out of the hot sun. 
It’s time for a break anyway. ” 


He looked at her for a silent moment, and Sarah was 
suddenly afraid that Reed’s story was true, that this man 
was mentally retarded and should be reunited with his 
guardian. 


“Thank you, ” he finally said. 


She smiled. “No problem.” 


He continued to examine her face. His eyes roamed over 
her eyes, her hair and rested on her mouth until she felt 
warm and uncomfortable. He didn’t return her smile. 


She wondered if he was even capable of it. 


In the kitchen as she offered him a plate of cookies and 
lemonade, she was again aware of the ripe odor of his body. 


“Maybe after you eat you’d like to cool down with a bath? ” 
He looked up at her, cheeks full of cookie, and nodded. 


Sarah sat at the table across from him, sipping her drink. 
“That man Reed says he’s your guardian and that you’ve 
never lived outside the carnival.” 


Tom swallowed and washed the cookies down with a huge 
gulp of lemonade. “Yes.” 


Sarah frowned. “Look, if we’re going to get anywhere, | need 
more than yes and no answers from you. Please tell me why 
this man is after you. What does he want from you? ” 


There was a pause before Tom spoke, “I’m part of his show. 
He made me for it.” 


Sarah had a sudden vision of Frankenstein’s monster in that 
Boris Karloff movie and she shivered. She gestured to Tom’s 
arm. “Did he do all those himself?” 


Tom stretched out his forearm across the table and flexed it, 
making the angel on it shimmy. “Yes. Starting with this.” He 
presented his shoulder to her, pointing to a faded red heart 
with ‘Mom’ emblazoned in script across it. “When my 
mother died.” 


Sarah stared. “How old were you?” 

“Eight.” 

She swallowed, horrified. “And how old are you now?” 
“| don’t know. ” 


She couldn’t fathom it. How could someone not know his 
own age? It would mean years drifting by timeless and 
unmeasured, not counted out by birthday celebrations, 
Christmases or any of the special events that humans used 
to create a semblance of order in their lives. “Were you kept 
a prisoner then?” 


He ran his hand up and down the smooth side of the empty 
lemonade glass. “Not at first. There was nowhere else to go. 
But later ... when | was older, | wanted to leave so he locked 
me in my room between shows.” 


Sarah’s voice was low. “Did he beat you?” 


“No.” He held up his hands, indicating his body and giving a 
small, ironic smile— 


the first smile she’d seen on his face. “It would spoil the 
art.” 


Sarah swallowed. Her heart clenched. Reed may not have 
beaten this man, but he had obviously half- starved him, cut 
him off from human companionship and poked him with 
needles on a regular basis. There were many ways to torture 
a person. “When | saw you at the sideshow, you weren’t 
restrained. Why didn’t you simply leave during a show? 


Walk away some night?” 


Tom looked at her with his penetrating eyes. “Where would | 
go? Where else would | fit in?” 


“But you did it. Last night you left. What finally gave you the 
courage?” 


“I saw you—just like in my dream. ” 


His words chilled her and sent a lightening bolt of heat 
through her at the same time. 


The tenor of his husky voice vibrated up her spine like a 
trailing finger and she shivered. 


She drew a deep breath, choosing to ignore his explanation. 
“Look, it’s been a long morning. l'Il draw you a bath, find 
some of my husband's old clothes you can change into, then 
| need to go out and hang my laundry. You can lie down in 
the spare bedroom if you want and take a rest.” 


He nodded. “Thank you. ” 


She led him upstairs and started the bath water running 
then showed him to John’s childhood room. The Cassidys 
had never changed the room and when John and Sarah 
moved in to the farmhouse, it had been straight into the 
master bedroom. They had planned to prepare the room as 
a nursery, but the need had never arisen. 


The dresser was cluttered with baseball trophies and ship 
models. Pennants and nautical art decorated the walls. The 
room was an interesting mix of John as a young boy and as 
a sports- minded teenager. After his death Sarah had 
intended to empty it out, donate his old toys, models, 
clothes and shoes to some charity. But every time she 
walked in here and imagined him sitting at his desk at age 


twelve, cowlick waving as he carefully painted one of his 
ships, she couldn’t deal with going through all his things. 


She got shirts, trousers, underwear and socks from the 
dresser, eyeing the clothes and then Tom critically. “John 
wore these before he went into the service and gained 
weight. 


They might fit you. ” 


Tom stood in the center of the room turning in a slow circle, 
studying everything carefully. He walked over to the 
bookcase and touched the spines of some of the books. 


“You can look through those if you want. Maybe you'll find 
something interesting.” 


Sarah ushered him out the door and to the bathroom. She 
gave him the pile of clothes, towels, a washcloth and John’s 
old shaving kit. “I guess that’s everything you'll need. If you 
leave your dirty clothes on the floor, l'Il clean them.” 


Before she finished speaking Tom was already taking off his 
Shirt. 


She left quickly, then stood in the hallway listening through 
the closed door to the rustling clothes and the splash of 
water as he got into the bath. She pictured him in there, 
totally nude but not, his skin was always covered by the 
designs. She wondered whether tattoos covered the private 
parts of his body and what those private parts looked like. 
Her imaginings aroused a tingling in her own genitals. 


She frowned, shook her head and forced herself away from 
the door and back outside. 


After hanging the sheets on the line, she stood in the bright 
sun and cool breeze listening to the flapping noise the 
laundry made. Suddenly the enormity of what she was 
undertaking hit her. She had a stranger in her house this 
very moment using her bathroom, wearing her husband’s 
old clothes and sleeping in his childhood bed. He was 
strange looking, strange acting, and being pursued by a 
very strange and frightening man. 


How long could she hide Tom and look after him? It was an 
impossible situation. 


She picked up her empty laundry basket and returned to the 
house. 


She listened up the stairs, heard no noise and assumed he 
was taking a nap as she had suggested. The rest of the 
afternoon she worked her way through her list of chores, but 
she was constantly aware of his presence in her home. 


At almost seven o'clock, Sarah pushed a tray of biscuits in 
the oven and gave the stew bubbling on the stove a last stir. 
She glanced at the clock. Tom hadn’t stirred all afternoon. 
She didn’t know if he was still asleep or if he thought he 
must wait in the room until she came to get him. Knowing 
his odd circumstances, it might be the latter. She went 
upstairs and knocked lightly at the door. 


“Yes?” His muffled voice came from inside. 
“Can l... come in? ” 
“Yas,” 


She pushed open the door and walked in to find him sitting 
on the floor surrounded by books. 


A child’s illustrated fairytale book lay open on his lap. He 
looked up at her, almost smiling. His hand spread over the 
colored illustration. “I know this.” 


She crouched down to look. It was a scene from The Little 
Mermaid. The mermaid was attempting to walk on her new 
legs with feet that felt as if they were stepping on broken 
glass. “Oh, | hate this story. It’s so sad. She dies at the end 
and the prince never knew she was the one who Saved his 
life.” 


He looked back down at the page, his fingertips caressing it. 
“My mother told me this story. | didn’t know there were 
pictures.” 


She sat down beside him. “You didn’t have books growing 
up?” 


He shook his head as he closed the book. He began to 
straighten the haphazard books into stacks. 


Sarah helped. “Can you read?” 
“Some words.” 


“Maybe after we have dinner, | can read some of the other 
stories for you. ” 


“Yes.” He looked up at her and this time there was no doubt 
he was smiling. 


Maybe not with his mouth, but definitely with his sparkling 
eyes. 


“Come on. Let’s eat.” She stood and reached out to take his 
hand and pull him to his feet. She grasped his hand with the 
orange and yellow sun flaring across the back and it was as 


if she had touched her wet finger to an electrical outlet. Her 
Skin buzzed as it slid against his. The moment he was 
standing, she quickly pulled her hand away. 


His maleness and his body heat crowded her. It was too 
potent. He was too potent. 


She backed away. 


Tom’s smile was gone. He frowned slightly and his fingers 
curled, closed around where her hand had been. 


Sarah cleared her throat, regaining her composure then she 
led the way downstairs to the meal she had prepared. 


He sat down and she dished him up a bowl of beef stew. 


This time, when he bent his face almost to his bowl and 
started to shovel the food into his mouth she said softly, 
“Tom. a) 


He glanced up. 


She smiled. “You can slow down. There’s no hurry and 
there’s plenty to eat.” 


He looked from his half empty bowl to her almost full one 
then sat up straight, dipping his spoon and taking a careful 
bite. 


Sarah felt bad for saying anything, but if he was 
embarrassed he didn’t show it. 


After they had eaten dinner and cleaned up the kitchen, 
they settled in the living room. 


Sarah turned on the radio to listen to the news and 
President Truman’s address but after a few minutes flipped 


to a station that played local bands and singers hoping to be 
the next Jo Stafford. She looked across at Tom in the other 
armchair, the one that used to be John’s. 


They had only lived in the house as newlyweds for four 
months before the war began and he joined up. But in that 
time she had many memories of looking over at him in that 
chair. Tom looked foreign and completely out-of-place in it, 
and in John’s old clothes. 


He stood and walked to the mantle to examine the framed 
photographs. “Your husband,” he said, touching the gilt 
frame of their wedding photo. 


“Yes, that’s John. He made it through almost four years of 
the war then got shot just before the end.” 


He moved on to another photograph. “These are his 
parents?” 


“Mm- hm. He’s the little boy in the picture. That photo on 
the left is my parents. 


They live in Chicago.” She stood up and joined him pointing 
to one picture after another. 


“That’s my sister and me when we were thirteen and fifteen. 
These are my grandparents, my husband’s grandparents, 
aunts, uncles, cousins.” She watched his face as he 
examined all of the photos. She ached to reach out and 
trace the blue swirl that followed his cheekbone. As she 
watched his profile, she noted how long and full his 
eyelashes were. 


He turned to her and again she wanted to back away from 
the heat he radiated and those vibrant eyes piercing her. 
“Family.” 


“Yas,” 


He ran his finger along the mantel top in front of them, 
looking thoughtfully at the pictures. 


She wished there was something she could do to earn a real 
smile from him. “Would you like me to read to you? 
Something funny, not the mermaid story. ” 


Another of those almost-smiles touched his lips. “Yes.” 


She chose Jom Sawyer from the bookshelf and skipped to 
the chapter about whitewashing the fence. 


Tom sat on the floor, leaned against the armchair and 
watched her as she read. Every time she glanced up from 
the story to check his reaction he was listening avidly, but 
from beginning to end of the amusing tale he never once 
laughed or even smiled. 


* OK OOK OX 


In bed that night, Sarah was extremely aware of Tom’s 
presence in the house. It was crazy of her to allow this 
strange man to sleep in the bedroom only yards away from 
her. 


He might take her invitation to stay in the house as 
something more. 


She had intended to have him sleep out in the loft but 
thought that Reed might search outbuildings of local farms 
for him, maybe even in the dead of night while the 
homeowners slept. It was safer for Tom to be inside with her 
... Well, not with her but... 


As she drifted toward sleep, erotic pictures of naked, 
tattooed flesh floated through her mind. In the past twenty- 
four hours she had seen Tom half naked more than any man 
besides her husband. In her fantasy there was nothing to 
stop her from reaching out and touching his warm skin. 


He welcomed her touc h, eyes closing in pleasure as she ran 
her hands over his shoulders, his hard chest, down to his 
stomach and below. 


Sarah moaned softly in her throat while her hand moved 
between her legs once more. 


But when she finally slept she didn’t dream of the tattooed 
man, instead she had a vivid dream about John and the 
child they had never had. The three of them were ona 
picnic in the meadow where the carnival had been. Their 
golden-haired child was laughing under the hot summer 
sun. 


She woke with a start, her heart aching for the loss of her 
husband and un-conceived child. She rolled over and wept 
quietly into her pillow, pain settling over her in a black cloud 
of sorrow. 


Chapter Two 


When Sarah woke the next morning, Tom was gone, or at 
least John’s bedroom was empty, the covers neatly pulled 
over the bed and he was nowhere inside the house. 


She found him out in the barn in Edison’s stall pouring feed 
into the box. He had already pumped fresh water for the 
horse. 


“Good morning,” she said with a smile. “Thanks. You didn’t 
have to do this.” 


“I want to help.” 


She nodded, stroking the white blaze on the horse’s 
forehead. “Edison thanks you too. He gets tired of waiting 
for me in the morning. | never was an early riser.” 


Tom stood beside her and reached out to pat the old 
gelding’s glossy neck. He looked down at Sarah and his eyes 
caught and held hers in another of those locked gazes that 
left her heart pounding. He didn’t need to put his hands on 
her for her to feel she had been touched. 


Once more she shook off the spell, turning away and 
pretending nothing had happened. “It’s time for breakfast. 
Why don’t you come on in the house?” 


* OK OOK OX 


After the meal she asked him to clear the gutters and told 
him where to find the ladder in the barn. 


Meanwhile, she cleaned the house, made the beds and did 
another small load of laundry, his clothes only. She thought 


she should simply throw the rank things away. 


Before she dunked the grimy pants in the hot water, she 
checked the pockets. There was no change, no money or 
keys, but jammed deep in the front pocket was a folded 
page torn from a magazine. Carefully she opened it and 
smoothed the well- worn creases of the limp paper. 


It was an old advertisement for tourism in Virginia Beach. A 
happy family sat on a blanket, the parents sunning 
themselves and smiling fondly at their children building a 
sandcastle at the edge of the water. They were the picture- 
perfect version of a family. 


Sarah stared at the ad until her eyes blurred. She dashed 
away her tears and carefully re-folded the sad testament to 
an unlived life. She put it in her apron pocket then pushed 
Tom’s pants down into the steaming wash water. 


Later when she called him in for lunch, she put the folded 
magazine page next to his plate. 


He looked at it then slid it into his shirt pocket without 
comment. Picking up his ham sandwich, he took a small 
bite. Obviously minding her suggestion from the day before, 
Tom sipped his soup politely and refrained from hunching 
over his plate and shoveling in food as he ate his lunch. 


“How do you feel about splitting logs?” she asked after he 
was finished and they had tidied the kitchen. “It’s not too 
early to get a stack ready for winter and | would really 
appreciate the help. I’m not the best chopper.” 


He nodded agreement, silent as always. 


She showed him to the woodpile at the side of the house 
and demonstrated how to set the round logs on end and 


split them in halves, then quarters. She wasn’t very good at 
it and her log toppled sideways with the ax still stuck in it. 


Tom unbuttoned his shirt and slipped it off his shoulders. He 
wore no undershirt and his strong biceps and smooth, 
chiseled chest were immediately on display. 


Sarah felt her stomach give a little flip as she quickly 
scanned his lean torso. It was hard not to look at the 
fascinating designs and the muscles they covered. 


He grasped the axe and un-wedged it from the log with a 
couple of hard twists. He hefted the axe and brought it up 
over his head then down into the log with a solid thunk. 


His back and arm muscles flexed powerfully and he quickly 
split the log with a few well-placed blows. 


A shiver ran through Sarah despite the hot sun. She rubbed 
her arms and dragged her eyes away from the mesmerizing 
sight of the full- rigged ship on his back tossing on waves of 
blue. “All right then. l'Il leave you to it. I’ve got to change 
the oil on the Plymouth. I’ve been putting it off too long. ” 


She could still hear the axe biting into the wood as she 
walked around the corner of the house toward the driveway 
and she pictured what he looked like swinging it. Sarah 
frowned. Why couldn’t she stop fantasizing about this man? 
Why was he getting under her skin? He barely spoke a word 
and yet his presence was overpowering. She was aware of 
his proximity all the time. 


She shook her head as though to clear it and turned her 
attention to the old sedan, jacking it up and laying an old 
blanket underneath. She knew how to change the oil, having 
convinced Frank at the Texaco station to show her so she 
could do it herself and save money. She got the jack out of 


the trunk, placed it under the rear bumper. She cranked the 
jack until the car was raised off the ground then crawled 
underneath the transmission bringing a pan to drain the oil 
with her. She struggled to open the drain plug, cursing 
under her breath. 


Her wrenc h slipped on the plug and she grazed her 
knuckles on hard metal. “Crap!” 


The smell of car engine—oil and gasoline, made her nose 
wrinkle. She set the wrench again and jerked on the stuck 
plug, afraid it would suddenly give way and she would have 
a face full of oil. It refused to budge. 


She put more muscle into it, grunting as she wrestled with 
the wrench. The car rocked a little with her exertion, but the 
wrench just slipped on the stubborn plug again. 


“Damn it!” She adjusted the wrench again. The edges of the 
plug were beginning to round off and she knew that the 
wrench would just slip again. She pushed with all her 
strength, her wrists and shoulders straining in her cramped 
position beneath the car. 


“Sarah! ” 


She heard her name and the sound of running feet. Before 
She had a chance to respond, hands grabbed her ankles and 
yanked, pulling her out from under the car. 


“What...?” 
Tom dragged her roughly away from the vehicle. 


Her shirt rode up from the force and her spine scraped along 
the gravel. As she opened he r mouth to protest, the heavy 


Plymouth slipped off the jack and hit the ground with a dull 
thud. 


Sarah twisted around, the gravel pitting into her bared 
stomach, to see polished chrome and maroon paint only a 
foot away from her face. She scrambled to her butt and 
crab-scuttled backward across the gravel. “Jesus, Mary and 
Joseph! ” She stared at the automobile, heart pounding. 


“Are you all right?” Tom’s voice vibrated near her ear. He 
had dropped to his knees behind her. 


She had backed right into his arms and was pressed against 
his bare chest. 


Adrenaline coursed through her, leaving her weak. “Yes. | 
think so.” She let out a slow, shaky breath then turned her 
head to look up at him. “You were clear over on the side of 
the house. How did you know?” 


“Il saw it.” His arms were crossed over her rib cage, pressing 
against the undersides of her breasts. His hands clutched 
the bare skin of her upper arms, fingers digging in a little. 
His body was so hot against her back. “I saw you were going 
to be hurt.” 


“What?” She frowned, shifting against him so she could see 
his face better. “How?” 


“Inside,” he explained, looking down at her from several 
inches away. His eyes were such an odd shade of blue. They 
glittered like polished gems against the chaotic colors of his 
face. 


“What does that mean? ” But part of her already knew. 


“I see things sometimes.” He paused then added, “Like my 
mother did.” 


“The fortuneteller,” Sarah whispered. A shiver ran through 
her; the elemental fear of the unknown and a reaction to the 
close call she had just had. 


In response to her trembling, he squeezed her even tighter 
against his hard sweat-slicked chest. His heart pounded 
beneath her ear. His fingers stopped digging into her arms 
and began to caress them. 


A hot lick of fire rocketed straight from his fingers point of 
contact down to her crotch. Sarah felt her nipples peak 
beneath the fabric of her blouse and bra, and was afraid he 
could feel them pressing into his arm. 


His hands moved up and down her upper arms, smoothing 
over her skin and his face hovered above hers, eyes trained 
on her mouth as he leaned toward her. 


Sarah’s mouth opened slightly and a soft exhalation 
escaped her. 


He bent closer. 


Her face tilted up. Then the realization of what was about to 
happen hit her. “You can let go now. I’m okay. ” She twisted 
out of his grasp. 


Immediately he dropped his arms from her. 


As she scooted away, a pang went through her at the loss of 
his warm body against hers, those sheltering arms around 
her. Her hand went up to her lips and touched them. 


She glanced at Tom. 


He was kneeling, hands clenched into loose fists against his 
thighs. His chest moved up and down in rapid, shallow 
breaths and when he caught her look, his eyes slid away 
from hers to stare at the ground. 


For a moment they froze, several yards apart. 


Sarah broke the silence. “So your mother had psychic 
powers ... for real.” 


He sat back on his heels. “Sometimes.” 


She brushed the embedded gravel from her palms. “And 
you...?” 


“Have flashes sometimes.” 


“Like the dream you mentioned. You told me yesterday you 
had seen me before in a dream. ” 


He nodded slightly. 


She pushed herself up to her knees. “What happened in the 
dream? ” 


He shook his head, still studying the ground before him. 
“Nothing. ” 


Sarah was curious about the dream, but dropped the 
Subject. “Well, how often do you have these premonitions 
and how often do they come true?” She was excited yet 
horrified by the idea of someone possessing such powers. 
She'd been raised in an old-fashioned Christian tradition and 
even though she hadn’t attended church nor talked to God 
much since John’s funeral, old beliefs died hard. The 
minister would’ve said it was against nature and maybe 
even a sign of the devil to be able to read people. 


Tom looked at his hands resting in his lap, clenching and 
unclenching them slowly. 


“When people come to look at me, sometimes | see pieces 
of their lives. That’s all. | don’t know if it’s something that’s 
going to happen or something already past. It’s just... 


pictures.” 
“But you knew today that the car was going to fall on me.” 


“Yes.” He looked up into her eyes again. “You were going to 
be hurt.” 


She breathed a long exhalation, trying to comprehend 
everything he had told her. It was incredible, but the proof 
was in the solid Plymouth sitting barely a yard away from 
her and the jack lying on its side beneath it. “Thank you. You 
probably just saved my life.” 


Tom smiled at her then, with the tiniest lift of the corners of 
his mouth and with his shining eyes. 


She hadn’t known it was possible for someone to smile with 
only his eyes. Suddenly Sarah laughed giddily, overcome by 
the intensity of her brush with danger. “I just realized. | still 

have to change the stupid oil.” 


He rose to his feet. “I can do it for you. ” 


“No. | need to get back on the horse,” she said, standing up 
too. 


He looked at her blankly. 
“It’s an expression. It means facing your fears.” 


He nodded. 


Tom helped her place the jack and make sure the Plymouth 
was securely seated on it this time. When Sarah continued 
to struggle with the wrench, he took over in typical male 
fashion, turning the recalcitrant plug with an ease that 
infuriated Sarah. He placed the pan beneath the drain and 
scrambled out from under the car. 


“I'll finish up,” she insisted. 


Still he stood by while the oil drained into the pan and 
checked to make sure the drain plug was secure after Sarah 
had screwed it tight. 


“Men, ” she mumbled, picking up the container of oil and 
Carrying it to the refuse pit to dispose of it. 


When she came back, Tom had let the car down off the jack 
and was opening the hood to add oil. 


“| can do it.” Sarah’s tone was sharper than she intended. 


She felt awful when he stepped quickly away from the 
engine. 


“Sorry, | didn’t mean to snap. But really, | can do it. If you 
want to chop some more firewood...” 


Obediently he began to walk toward the back yard. 


“Tom, wait.” She walked over to him and took his hand, 
smiling up into his face. 


“Thank you again for ... saving me.” 
He nodded and smiled at her with his eyes again. 


She didn’t want to let go of his hand, but forced herself to 
step away after a moment. 


He looked at her for another few seconds then turned and 
headed around the corner of the house. 


Sarah filled the engine with fresh oil, wiped her hands ona 
greasy rag then slammed the hood shut. She checked her 
watch and realized it was already time to begin preparing 

dinner if she was going to have the pot roast ready by six 

o'clock. 


While she prepared dinner, washing vegetables at the 
kitchen sink, she watched Tom through the window as he 
worked. He was such an odd man, unlike anyone she had 
ever met. While much of that probably had to do with his 
strange upbringing, she felt there was more to it than that. 
There was something almost otherworldly about him, a far- 
seeing look in his eyes that made her think of angels, or 
mythological stories of gods who walked among men. 


She wished she could get him to talk more. Their meals 
together had been mostly silent and she had been forced to 
carry on single-sided conversations. She wanted to know 
more about him, how much he understood about the world, 
or if he had been imprisoned in ignorance. It would be a 
slow process to draw him out. 


Sarah suddenly realized that in one day she had decided 
that he would stay with her. 


Without discussing it or asking him his plans, Sarah knew 
that he was here to stay. 


Taking on the responsibility of hosting him was 
overwhelming, but at the same time, having him there was 
a comfort. The farm hadn't felt so much like ‘home’ in a long 
time. 


Outside the kitchen window, Tom’s muscular arms 
emblazoned with bold primary colors lifted the axe and 
brought it down in methodical strokes. 


She watched his smooth movements and rippling back 
muscles and once more that fluttery, trapped-bird feeling in 
her loins stirred. Sarah dropped her eyes to the potato she 
had pared down to almost nothing. After that she kept her 
gaze firmly away from the window. 


* OK OOK OX 


After supper that night they retired once more to the living 
room. Sarah built a small fire to ward off the evening chill 
and they sat before the fireplace in ‘his and hers’ 


armchairs. 


Again Sarah listened to the news then turned the station to 
music. She glanced at Tom and saw him looking at the Jom 
Sawyer book she had returned to the shelf after the reading 
last night. He didn’t speak and an annoyed part of her 
wanted make him ask for what he wanted instead of staring 
like an anxious dog waiting for its food bowl to be filled. 


But she realized she’d be waiting until dawn so she finally 
said, “Would you like to hear more of the story? ” 


“Yas,” 


It occurred to Sarah that he had said he could read a little. 
She would like to find out how much. “Why don’t you follow 
along with me in the book? Come down here on the floor 
and we'll look at it together.” 


They stretched on their stomachs on the rug in front of the 
crackling fire, their arms propped on throw pillows from the 


couch. She opened the book to the first chapter this time 
and began to read. 


““TOM!’ No answer. ‘What's gone with that boy, | wonder? 
You TOM! No answer. 


The old lady pulled her spectacles down and looked over 
them about the room; then she put them up and looked out 
under them .” 


Sarah ran her finger along under each word, showing him 
the places where his name was printed. When she glanced 
sideways, he was frowning with concentration at the black 
print and her moving finger. 


They were shoulder to shoulder. She was aware of the heat 
radiating from his body and the warm skin of his arm next to 
hers. Her attention was distracted from the story as she 
stole a look at the tattoo on the back of his hand stretched 
out beside hers. There was a bright sun with flaming rays 
that licked out from the solar disc up his fingers and around 
the sides of his hand toward his palm. 


She brought her attention back to the book and read quickly 
through the abridged version. Soon she was at the part 
where Tom meets Becky Thatcher. 


“He worshipped this new angel with furtive eye, till he saw 
that she had discovered him; then he pretended he did not 
know she was present, and began to show off in all sorts of 
absurd boyish ways, in order to win her admiration.” 


She stopped. “Tom, do you want to try to read a little bit.” 


He shook his head. “No.” He tapped the page for her to go 
on. 


Sarah continued until she reached the description of Huck 
Finn. 


“Huckleberry came and went, at his own free will. He slept 
on doorsteps in fine weather and in empty hogsheads in 
wet; he did not have to go to school or to church, or call any 
being master or obey anybody.” 


She was struck by the similarity to Tom, a rootless being 
with no place to call home. 


She was glad she hadn’t chosen to read Huckleberry Finn 
with its harsh descriptions of the boy’s abuse by his father, 
too similar to Tom’s real life. However, Huck had escaped to 
freedom so maybe it was a story that Tom would enjoy and 
identify with. 


He nudged the back of her hand with his to start her reading 
again. “Go on. ” 


She smiled but closed the book. “My throat’s sore. | can’t 
read any more.” She turned toward him and his face was 
only a few feet away from hers. “Tom, ” she said softly, 
“growing up in that place was there anyone who you talked 
with? Anyone who was a friend? All those years—there must 
have been someone.” 


He traced the illustration on the cover of the book with his 
finger. “Bernard. He talked to me sometimes, brought me 
things to eat. He’s the small man you saw. ” 


“Where do all of those people come from? All the people in 
the...” She almost said 


‘freak show’ but caught herself in time. “Sideshow?” 


“Everywhere. People who belong there find their way. ” 


Sarah thought that no one belonged in such a bizarre, 
nomadic world. 


He turned on his side to face her and propped his head on 
one hand. “Tell me about your family.” It was the first time 
he had made a direct request of her. 


He was so close she could see the shadow of stubble 
growing on his scalp, blurring the images there. She felt self- 
conscious talking with his eyes riveted on her so near. 


“Well, I’m from Chicago originally. | met John when we were 
in college. We got married and moved here to Fairfield. John 
had a business degree, but ended up helping his dad with 
the farm. His mother was already dead when we married 
and after his father passed away we moved into the house. 
Now that John is gone I don’t Know what keeps me here. 


My parents want me to go home to Chicago but | ... I’m not 
ready to leave here.” 


Sarah knew she was afraid to find out that she was just as 
lonely in Chicago as she had been on the farm. Maybe there 
was nowhere on earth where she wouldn't be lonely without 
John. The strange thing was that she had spent more time 
without him than with him during the brief course of their 
marriage. After those first romantic months together he only 
came home on an occasional leave. But there had always 
been the promise of a future together after the war. It was a 
future that never came. 


Sarah sat up and crossed her legs, ho Iding the throw pillow 
on her lap. She continued her story. “My sister is married 
and living out in California so | haven’t seen her in years. 


| really miss her. We fought like cats growing up, but we 
were close too. Letters and phone calls aren’t the same as 


spending time together.” 


Tom rotated the shoulder of his left arm not supporting his 
weight. He winced. 


“Sore? You did a lot of chopping today. If you’re not used to 
it, you'll probably be really stiff by tomorrow. ” She put the 
pillow on the rug. “You should have some ointment on your 
muscles.” 


Tom sat up with a puzzled frown. 


“Hold on. ” Sarah got up and went to the bathroom to get 
the herbal muscle rub. She stopped to look at herself in the 
mirror, pushing her long auburn hair back behind her ears 
and staring into her wide, hazel eyes. She shook her head. 
“What are you doing? ” She was going to give this man she 
barely knew a massage and she couldn’t deny that it was 
partly because she wanted to touch him so badly. 


Her pale oval face stared back at her and didn’t offer an 
answer. She shook her head and walked back to the living 
room. 


Tom sat cross- legged, gazing into the fire. He glanced up. 


She knelt behind Tom, resting on her heels. Her cheeks 
flushed as she said, “You'll need to take off your shirt.” 


He complied, glancing over his shoulder at her. 


She unscrewed the cap from the tube of ointment and 
squirted a dollop on her palm. 


As she rubbed her hands together, the strong smell of mint 
and camphor rose. She placed her hands on Tom’s shoulders 
and began to massage the tight muscles. 


He faced the fire and held very still as she touched him. 


She could feel the tension coiled in the muscles under his 
warm skin. She kneaded from his neck toward his arms 
trying to pull the tightness out. 


He inhaled sharply as she manipulated the tender muscles. 


“Am | pressing too hard? John always complained that I hurt 
more than | helped.” 


She smiled at the memory. 
“No.” His voice was barely above a whisper. “It’s good.” 


The sensation of touching him, feeling the hot expanse of 
his skin beneath her hands sent waves of desire rolling 
through her body. She ached between her legs and clamped 
her thighs together, trying to ignore it. She tried to 
eradicate her lustful feelings and approach the massage ina 
clinical manner. 


She kneaded every set of muscles in his back from 
shoulders to mid-back to lower back and as she worked took 
the opportunity to examine his body art. Above the large 
Ship that sailed between his shoulder blades there was a 
starry sky. In the water below were fishes, mermaids and 
sea monsters. On his lower back, beneath the ocean floor, 
the flames of hell crackled and demons danced. The scene 
was interrupted by the waistband of his pants—John’s pants. 
She wished she could see what happened below but her 
view stopped at his waist and her hands did too. 


She thought about John and how he would admire that 
beautiful ship under full sail, so like one of his old models. 
Then she thought about the hours of pricking needles that 
such a complex tapestry had required. It must have been 


very painful. She brushed her hand over the beautiful, awful 
design one more time then started working on his arms. 


She massaged from the bulging biceps of his upper arms 
down to his forearms where the angel and the demon 
dwelled. By the time she was finished, her hands were tired 
from kneading and pressing. She ran them lightly up his 
arms and over the silky skin of his back once more then 
clapped his shoulders. “Done.” 


Sarah suddenly realized that beyond an occasional moan 
when she hit a sensitive spot, Tom had remained silent 
throughout the massage. More than silent, completely still. 


His head was bowed and he trembled slightly almost as if he 
was... 


God, was he crying? “Tom?” She rested her hand on his 
shoulder and leaned around it trying to see his face. “Are 
you all right?” 


He looked at her with anguished eyes, shining with unshed 
tears. 


Her chest tightened. “I’m sorry. ” She didn’t know why she 
was apologizing. She moved her hand from his shoulder up 
to the back of his neck, stroking gently. 


He closed his eyes and a tear escaped to trickle down his 
cheek. 


Sympathy tears automatically prickled her eyes. “Sh, sh. It’s 
all right,” she soothed, continuing to rub his neck. If what 
he’d told her about his life was true, he had probably not 
been touched by gentle, caring hands since he was very 
young. Her heart ached at the thought of so many years of 
loneliness and pain. 


She slid her arms around his shoulders and gathered him 
close to her, rubbing his back with one hand. Her other hand 
cradled his skull and pressed his face into the crook of her 
neck. She stroked the rough stubble growing on his scalp. 


After a moment, she felt his arms move around her too, 
crushing her tight against him. 


“Sh, ” she murmured repeatedly, rocking back and forth a 
little, feeling his hot skin under her hands and the hard 
muscle beneath that. It felt so good to be in a man’s arms 
again and she knew she was taking comfort as much as 
giving it. 


She held him until his trembling subsided and long, silent 
moments beyond that, her cheek pressed against the side 
of his head. 


His hands began to move on her back, touching her body 
through the thin fabric of her blouse then moving up to 
caress her hair. His face shifted in the hollow between her 
shoulder and neck. 


She realized with a start that he was breathing in her scent 
and brushing his lips over her skin. She sucked in her 
breath. Arousal coursed through her, tingling in her breasts 
and stirring between her legs. Her eyes closed and she 
almost moaned in pleasure at the tickling sensation of his 
lips barely brushing the hollow above her collarbone. But, oh 
God, this wasn’t right. She couldn’t. She was in mourning 
and he was ... too different, too damaged, too strange. She 
loosened her arms and pulled away from him. 


Tom straightened and stared into her eyes, freezing her like 
a wild animal in his bright gaze. Their faces were only inches 
apart. His startlingly pink tongue swept out to lick his lips. 


Her own mouth opened in response and she exhaled 
audibly. It would be so easy. A slight inc lination of her head 
and their lips would touch. She felt his warm breath puff 
against hers face and she started to lean in, forgetting all 
the reasons that she shouldn't. 


A log in the fireplace snapped loudly and a shower of sparks 
shot out. 


Sarah jumped. 


Both of them turned to face the fire, the intense mood 
broken. 


She got up, quickly grabbed the poker and extinguished the 
live bits of flame that had settled on the hearthrug and were 
burning tiny holes in it. She hung the poker back on the rack 
and closed the mesh curtain in front of the dying blaze. “It’s 
been a long day. | think l'Il go to bed now. ” She didn’t look 
at him as she spoke. She knew she had to get some 
distance from this man or something would happen that 
couldn't be undone. 


Tom rose too. He stood before the fire watching as she 
extinguished the lights for the night. 


When she was finished, Sarah paused a moment. They both 
stood in the dim living room, making no move to go 
upstairs. 


He cleared his throat, but when he spoke his voice was 
husky. “Thank you. ” 


She nodded. “You’re welcome.” She understood that he was 
thanking her for more than a muscle massage and wished 
she could offer him even more—more comfort, more succor 
—but she couldn’t. “Well ... goodnight.” 


She led the way upstairs, bidding To m good night again in 
the hallway before going to her room. She sat up in bed with 
Life magazine reading about Truman’s vision for post-war 
America. But after half an hour, she gave up trying to focus 
on the words, tossed the magazine aside and turned off the 
light. 


She stared out the window at the night sky, wondering what 
she had gotten herself into by inviting Tom into her home. 
What was she allowing to develop between them? 


She knew it was wrong, but God it had felt so good holding 
him and being held. With a groan of frustration, she grabbed 
the pillow next to her, hugged it tight in her arms and rolled 
over on her side. 


It was going to be another sleepless night. 


Chapter Three 


As Sarah fried potatoes and eggs for breakfast the next 
morning, she had to admit that it was a pleasure not to have 
to rush out to the barn first thing to take care of the 
animals. Tom had taken that chore on himself. She also had 
to admit that it was a pleasure to be cooking for two again. 
It gave her a warm feeling knowing that he would walk in 
the back door in a few minutes, a steaming pail of milk in 
hand, and sit down at her table to eat what she had 
prepared for him. 


“I’m going to go into town this morning, ” she told him over 
breakfast. “I need to stop at the bank and post office and 
library and shop for some groceries. Will you be all right 
here on your own? ” 


He nodded. 


Again she realized that they weren’t discussing when he 
would be moving on. It was as if he belonged here now. 


Before she left, Sarah assigned Tom the task of cleaning 
Edison’s tack, rubbing saddle soap into the leather and 
polishing the bit. She gave him a paint scraper and asked if 
he would work on the picket fence later if he got a chance. It 
needed to be prepared for a new coat of paint. 


She drove off with a last look in her rearview mirror. 


Tom was standing in the driveway watching her go. He 
raised a hand. 


She smiled and waved back. 


* OK OOK OX 


At the general store Sarah was greeted enthusiastically by 
Mrs. Davidson. The woman’s husband owned the shop, but 
his formidable wife ran it. She also ran the Ladies Auxiliary 
at the Methodist Church and ruled the social world of most 
of the over forty ladies in Fairfield. 


“Sarah, I’m so glad to see you. I’ve been worried. | told Dan 
to send that worthless Harold to check on you since the boy 
had deliveries to make out your way, but Dan forgot to tell 
him. You should think about installing a phone, dear.” 


Sarah picked up a shopping basket. “I’m fine. Why were you 
worried?” 


“Didn't that carnival man Reed stop by your house and tell 
you about the escaped loony? | thought he’d been to every 
farm around.” Mrs. Davidson spoke while putting a new 
paper roll in the cash register. “It’s terrifying is what it is, 
like having a zoo animal running loose or some crazy person 
from the mental hospital. Anything could happen! 


And there you are, by yourself out on that farm. | don’t know 
how you can stand living alone.” 


The shopkeeper beckoned Sarah close, leaning over the 
candy display to whisper. 


“People are saying that this freak hurt somebody once, a girl 
who went to the carnival. 


They say she was ‘assaulted.’” She raised her eyebrows to 
make sure Sarah understood the sexual connotation of the 
word. “You be sure and lock all the doors and windows at 
night. You should get yourself a watchdog. ” 


“I'll think about it.” Sarah stepped away from the counter 
and started down the dry goods aisle of the store. 


Mrs. Davidson came out from behind the counter and 
followed her, her double chin bobbing as she rattled on. 
“That Reed fellow left town late yesterday on his way to 
Hooperstown. But the law is on it now. Reed said he didn’t 
want the police involved, he only wanted to get this retard 
back safe, but that’s crazy. It’s our town that’s in danger.” 


Sarah plucked a can of mushrooms from a shelf. “I don’t 
know, Mrs. Davidson, from what he said the man’s not a 
danger to anyone.” 


“Well, of course he’d say that, but any man who'd mark 
himself up like a savage can’t be right in the head.” She 
aligned the row of canned mushrooms to fill the gap Sarah 
had made. “Who knows what perverted things he’s capable 
of doing. ” 


With a non-committal “Hm” Sarah chose several cans of 
fruit. “So the police are involved now?” 


Mrs. Davidson followed Sarah up the aisle, straightening 
behind her and continuing to speak. “Yes. Anybody who 
sees anything unusual, signs of somebody staying in their 
outbuildings, clothes missing off the line or vegetables from 
their gardens, is supposed to call the sheriff's office.” 


“PIL keep that in mind.” Sarah moved from the row of 
canned goods to the store’s limited produce display and 
picked a few oranges and bananas. 


“I’m telling you, you need yourself a good guard dog living 
out there alone. Jenny Samuels’ bitch had a litter. You should 
stop by and talk to her.” 


Sarah smiled, doubtful that a little puppy could frighten 
away anything. “lIl think about it.” 


Mrs. Davidson continued to proclaim her opinions while 
Sarah gathered the rest of her groceries and brought them 
up to the counter. As she rang up the purchases, the 
shopkeeper offered one more piece of advice. “I heard 
through the grapevine you went to the carnival with that 
nice Andrew Hooper. He’s a good, solid, respectable man. 
You could do worse.” 


Sarah blinked. She hated the proverbial grapevine. It could 
strangle you in this tiny town where nothing stayed private 
for long. “Yes, well...” She held out her hand to accept her 
change. 


Mrs. Davidson made her wait for it while she dramatically 
expounded. “You know, dear, you’re not the only one who’s 
lost someone. You mustn’t grieve forever. It’s our patriotic 
duty as women and Americans to ‘soldier on’ so to speak, to 
take up the pieces of our shattered lives and start anew. 
Andrew Hooper would do very nicely for you. ” 


Sarah’s mouth stretched in a frozen smile. Her hand was 
still extended, but Mrs. 


Davidson held her change tantalizingly out of reach. Sarah 
thought it might be worth the extra time and gas to drive 
over to Hooperstown to shop from now on. 


“Well, that’s all I’m going to say, but it was about time 
somebody said something.” 


Mrs. Davidson slowly counted change into Sarah’s hand. 


“Thank you. ” She put the change in her purse, grabbed her 
bags of groceries and headed for the door. 


“Think about what I said,” Mrs. Davidson called out after her 
before the door closed. 


* OK OK OX 


Sarah’s next stop was the library. She selected a book on 
plumbing, a couple of mystery novels for herself and an 
illustrated book of King Arthur tales for Tom. She wanted to 
check out some beginning readers for him, but there was no 
way she could without stirring the librarian’s curiosity. It 
would seem odd enough to Agnes that Sarah was suddenly 
interested in a child’s book of Arthurian legends. Lack of 
privacy was one thing Sarah truly hated about living in a 
small town. She would certainly never dare to check out a 
racy novel for herself even if the tiny library possessed such 
a thing. 


She carried her stack of books to the circulation desk where 
Agnes Chapman sat reading a newspaper. 


The white- haired librarian put down her paper and pushed 
her glasses up her nose. 


She accepted Sarah’s library card and examined it as if she 
had never seen it before, although Sarah came in at least 
once a month. The elderly woman was a queen ruling her 
tiny kingdom. Rule-breakers were unacceptable in Agnes’ 
world and she accepted overdue fines with a disapproving 
air that made one feel like a petty criminal. 


She handed Sarah her library card then stamped each book, 
stopping to check damage to the binding on the Round 
Table legends. She tsked mightily as she taped the spine. 
“Children have no respect for the books.” 


Sarah nodded in rueful agreement, working to suppress a 
smile. 


Agnes pushed the stack of books toward her. “I Suppose 
you've heard about this circus person they've got running 
loose.” Her nostrils flared in indignation. “These traveling 
carnivals shouldn’t be allowed to set up. It’s a wonder 
someone doesn’t die on those ramshackle rides.” She 
peered at Sarah. “Your house is right near where the 
Carnival was set up, isn’t it? You be sure and take extra care, 
young lady. ” 


“Yes, ma’am. ” 


Sarah put her books in the car and headed to McNulty’s 
Hardware. It seemed everyone in town was gossiping about 
Tom. It shouldn’t have surprised her. There wasn’t a lot of 
excitement here. People would be remembering “the fall 
that crazy man escaped from the circus ” for years to come. 
It didn’t bode well for Tom. 


Sarah hadn't really thought about the consequences of him 
staying with her long term. She couldn’t hide him forever 
and it didn’t appear that the townspeople would be 
receptive to letting him live in the community. 


She pushed open the door of the hardware store and the 
bell over the door jangled. 


Andrew Harper looked up from stocking a shelf and his face 
lit up at the sight of her. 


“Sarah, hello!” He stood and reached out his hand as 
though to shake hers then dropped it to his side. 


She smiled. “Hi, Andrew. How’s...” For the life of her she 
couldn’t remember anything he had told her about himself 
the other night. “...the hardware business?” 


“Busy. Everybody’s getting things ready for winter. I’ve sold 
a lot of caulk and weather stripping.” 


“That’s good.” She looked past him toward the paint aisle as 
awkward silence fell between them. 


He cleared his throat. “Is there, uh, anything | can get for 
you? ” 


“Yes. | need a couple of gallons of paint. White. I’m 
repainting my fence.” 


“Oh, | see.” He led her through the store. “Do you need any 
brushes or turpentine?” 


“Some turpentine, | guess.” 


He took a quart off the shelf and handed it to her. “So ... 
you've heard the news about that tattooed guy? ” 


She picked a brush from one of the hooks in the pegboard 
and examined it. “Yes.” 


Andrew hefted a couple of gallons of paint off the shelf and 
carried them toward the check out counter. “It’s so odd to 
think we actually saw him up close and now he’s God knows 
where. It’s kind of sad, though, isn’t it?” He put the brush, 
turpentine and paint cans in a large box and started to ring 
them up. “I mean, it sounds like the guy’s lost more than 
anything, like a little kid. We should probably have search 
parties out looking for him or something.” 


“I guess so.” Sarah paid for the paint and started to lift the 
box. 


“Let me get that for you. ” Andrew hurried around the 
counter and got the box. He carried it out to her car and 


stowed it in the trunk between bags of groceries. He closed 
the lid and turned to lean against the car. “I had a real nice 
time the other night.” He crossed his arms over his chest 
and scuffed his shoe on the pavement. “I wondered if ... 


you might like to go out again some time ... with me. 
There’s a dance over in Chadwick on Friday. | Know Grace 
and Mike are going. Maybe we could double again.” 


“Oh! ... | don’t know. | might be...” Sarah knew that he knew 
her schedule wasn’t busy. She was a widow living alone ona 
farm. Her social life wasn’t exactly buzzing. 


“I'll have to think about it.” She didn’t want to have to find a 
polite way to say no. She didn’t want to have to deal with 
Andrew Harper at all. 


“Of course.” He ran a hand through his crew cut and rubbed 
the back of his neck. 


“Maybe I could stop by later in the week to find out what 
your answer is. | mean, since you don’t have a phone.” 


She didn’t want to deal with Andrew a second time, 
especially not at her house with Tom hiding somewhere like 
a rainbow-colored ghost. Sarah took a deep breath. 


“Andrew, | think you’re a swell guy. Really. But I’m not ready 
to start dating anybody yet. | don’t know what Grace told 
you, but I’m not.” 


“Oh, sure. Sure. | understand.” Andrew nodded, frowning 

and flustered. “I didn’t mean to be pushy. | Know you must 
be so sad about your ... But, just so’s you know, whenever 
you are ready to date again. |’d sure like to take you out.” 


“Thank you. ” Sarah forced a smile and moved around the 
car toward the driver’s side. “I’m sorry, Andrew. Maybe 
sometime.” 


He rushed to open the car door for her. “That’d be great. I’m 
sorry | asked so soon. | didn’t mean to upset you. ” 


She smiled wider. “I’m not upset. It’s okay. ” She slid behind 
the wheel and started the engine, anxious to get away. 


Andrew closed the door and stepped back on the sidewalk. 


Sarah pulled away from the curb. When she looked into her 
rearview mirror, Andrew was still standing there watching 
her drive away. She thought she would cheerfully kill Grace 
May right now for creating this situation. Andrew was a 
sweet, friendly man and she hated bursting his hopeful 
expectations. 


Driving home, Sarah was almost to the turn off for the farm 
when saw the sheriff’s cruiser approaching from the 
opposite direction. The red light on top flashed once or twice 
and the siren emitted a brief whoop. 


Sarah slowed and stopped in the middle of the road parallel 
with the other car. Heart pounding she cranked down her 
window. 


Deputy Phil Olkowski lowered his as well and tipped his hat 
to her. “Hi there, Mrs. 


Cassidy. How are you doing?” The deputy removed his cap 
and ran a hand across his forehead. His face was red and 
sweating. He blew out a long breath. “It’s shaping up to be a 
hot one for September.” 


“Yes, it is.” Sarah’s pulse raced as if she’d done something 
wrong. “What’s going on? | heard about this missing man 
from the carnival. ” 


“Yeah, some poor, benighted idiot wandered off, but to hear 
folk talk you’d think a murderer was on the loose.” He shook 
his head and put his hat back on. “Anyway, | was out to your 
place to see if you’d noticed anything unusual. Your farm is 
about the closest to where they was camped, except for 
Charlie Burkett’s. | hope you don’t mind but | took the 
liberty to poke around your barn and outbuildings. Didn’t 
see anything out of order though. I think you're safe.” 


“Well, thank you for checking, Phil. | feel safer knowing 
you're on the job.” Sarah’s heart slowed down. “If | spot 
anything unusual, l'Il let you know. ” 


“You can call me from the Burkett’s. You know, you should 
get yourself a phone installed. They’ve already run a line to 
Burkett’s. Yours ain’t much farther. It’s not safe for a woman 
living alone with no way to call for help.” 


“I’ve been thinking about it. l'Il look into it.” She smiled and 
started to roll up her window to signal an end to the 
conversation. 


“If you do happen to see this retarded fellow, no matter how 
harmless he seems, you go get Charlie or else call me and 
I'll come out. Better safe than sorry. ” 


“I will.” Sarah resisted the urge to gun the engine as she 
drove away. She turned onto her own road and a half- mile 
later into her driveway. She stopped the car and got out. 


“Tom?” She glanced at the picket fence around the house 
and noticed a section scraped smooth for painting. “Tom,” 


she called again. Her heart fluttered with fear that he might 
have run off. 


He emerged from the barn and walked toward her. 


She smiled. Relief and joy surged through her on seeing 
him. It was surprising how quickly his exotic face had 
become familiar and dear to her. She met him halfway 
across the yard. “Is everything okay? | talked to the deputy 
and he said he’d been out here. | guess Reed left town. 
Maybe he didn’t want the police hunting for you, but 
everyone around Fairfield does. Are you sure | can’t take you 
to the sheriff's office so we can explain everything and 
straighten this out? You haven’t done anything wrong. They 
can't arrest you. ” 


“No!” He frowned. “If you want me to leave, l'Il go, but not 
to the police.” 


“Why? You can explain your side of the story and...” 


“They'll want me to go back where | came from.” The deep 
furrow in his brow twisted the swirling tattoos on his 
forehead into new shapes. His jaw set stubbornly. 


“Anyone can see | belong with the carnival and that’s where 
they'll take me.” 


“They wouldn’t try to return you to Reed, not after | tell 
them about what he’s done. 


They'll see you’re not dangerous—that you’re normal.” 


“I’m not normal. ” His voice was raised. He almost glared at 
her and he spread his hands, indicating his body. “Look at 
me,” 


She did look at him, trying to see him as others would— 
strange, freakish, different. 


But all she could see was Tom. He looked beautiful to her. 


She tried to calm him down. “All right. Whatever you want. 
I’m not asking you to leave.” She smiled reassuringly and 
added lightly, “Besides, if you left, who would finish the 
fence for me?” 


Still frowning a little, he looked at the portion of wood he 
had scraped. “I’m sorry | didn’t finish it,” he said seriously. 


She laughed and nudged his arm. “I’m kidding! You have to 
learn when people are teasing. Here’s what we'll do. If you'll 
help me put away the groceries, we'll have lunch then 
scrape the rest of the fence and put on the first coat of 
paint. After that we can go to the pond and swim because | 
think it’s going to be a scorcher this afternoon. ” 


He looked up at the clear blue sky. “A storm will come 
through tonight and cool it off again. ” 


Sarah raised an eyebrow. “Did you have a vision?” 


“No. It’s the feel of the air, thick and heavy. ” He looked 
back at her. “It will break later.” 


“Good. We could use the rain. ” 


Together they unloaded the car then Sarah made 
Sandwiches and soup. 


Tom devoured his food with gusto as always. 


She was pleased by his obvious enjoyment of anything she 
set in front of him no matter how simple the fare. Then she 


remembered why he was so eager about food and her 
pleasure vanished. 


After lunch, scraping the peeling white strips of paint from 
the fence took longer than expected. Sarah broiled under 
the hot sun. Her sleeveless blouse clung to her back and 
was soaked underneath her armpits. She wiped a skim of 
sweat off her forehead and glanced over at Tom. 


He was just as sweaty but it looked better on him. Once 
more he had removed his shirt—he seemed to have no 
discomfort with being half- undressed most of the time—and 
his colors shone under the blazing sun. 


She wondered if the pigments protected him from sunburn. 
She stood, stretched her aching lower back and wrinkled her 
nose at the two gallons of paint sitting in the grass waiting 
for them. She called out to Tom, “You know what? Let’s save 
the painting until tomorrow. | think we’ve earned a swim.” 


She provided Tom with John’s old swim trunks and then 
dressed in her own modest one-piece suit with a blouse and 
Shorts over it. Her inner voice warned her that it was a bad 
idea to go swimming with Tom, both of them nearly naked 
when there was clearly an unspoken attraction between 
them. She ignored the voice. It was a hot day and they 
could surely paddle around in the water for an hour without 
hormones getting the better of them. 


They trekked across the fallow field toward the pond at the 
edge of Burkett’s woods. 


Weeds scratched their bare legs. Blackbirds flew up from the 
tall grass at their approach and chirping crickets went 
suddenly silent. 


Sarah could smell the pond before they reached it. The east 
side was mostly swamp water and cattails and the fetid 
smell of algae and mud was pungent. But the rest of the 
pond was relatively clear and clean. 


They approached it from the west, stopping on the muddy 
bank to remove their clothes. 


“The local kids come out here sometimes, but we should be 
safe today. They wouldn’t be back from school yet.” She 
unbuttoned her blouse and took it off. The act of stripping in 
front of Tom felt erotic even though she was still fully 
clothed in a bathing suit when she was finished. Sliding her 
shorts down her hips, she refused to allow herself to glance 
over and see if he was watching her. Still without looking his 
way, she dove into the water. It was a little tepid and muddy 
but refreshingly cool compared to the ninety-degree air. She 
swam across to the other side where the cattails grew and 
halfway back again before she finally looked up at Tom. 


He was Standing in all of his tattooed glory on the muddy 
bank, testing the water with one foot. John’s navy swim 
trunks covered him from his waist to mid-thigh and in that 
moment, Sarah would have given anything to have them 
disappear. 


“Can you swim?” she called out. 


He looked at her with one of those almost-smiles curving his 
lips. In answer he dove in, cutting cleanly through the water, 
surfacing then stroking toward her. He looked like a 
glistening wet jigsaw puzzle, his colors pure and rich in the 
reflecting light. Reaching her, he swam slowly around her. 


Sarah trod water, waving her arms beneath the surface to 
keep afloat. “This feels great. | was so hot.” 


She leaned back and floated, eyes closed, aware of Tom still 
lazily circling her in a side-crawl. 


His hand touched her heel lightly and she started, afraid for 
a moment that he was going to jerk her under. But he 
merely turned her in an easy circle, round and round like a 
floating leaf, as he swam. 


Sarah relaxed and let him rotate her. With her eyes closed 
and body suspended, she felt weightless and almost 
bodiless. She realized that he was playing with her—the first 
sign of anything like it that she had seen from him—and she 
was touched. 


After spinning her around for a while, he let go and ducked 
underwater then swam away across the pond like a wild 
animal that had dared to come close then just as quickly 
retreated. 


Sarah bobbed upright and dove under the surface herself. 
She shot off in pursuit of Tom and when she caught up they 
were in the shallows. The water was up to their chests. 


Impulsively, she scooped water with both hands and drove it 
toward him. 


He stood there letting it sweep over his head. He sputtered 
and blinked but didn’t fight back. 


“Come on, ” she said. “Race you across.” She turned and 
swam toward the opposite shore. 


In seconds he was beside her ... and then ahead of her. He 
stroked cleanly through the water while she churned in his 
wake. 


When she finally reached him, she was gasping for breath. 


He stood in the shallows on that side of the pond, waiting 
for her, a big smile on his face. His teeth were white against 
his brilliant skin and his eyes crinkled at the corners. 


“All right, so you’re fast. How are you in a water fight?” She 
planted her feet on the muddy bottom and splashed him 
again. 


When he continued to stand there, Sarah teased him. “Show 
me what you got. Fight back.” 


He hesitated a second then pushed a wall of water at her. 


Sarah turned her head aside to avoid it then she retaliated. 
Soon the surface of the pond was a swirling battleground of 
water. 


As she shrieked, choked and laughed, she realized that Tom 
was laughing too— 


actually laughing out loud, a deep-throated chuckle. She 
had never heard such a beautiful sound. 


“Truce!” she finally yelled, holding her hands up. “Enough. | 
surrender.” 


He stopped immediately, but his smile lingered. Sarah felt 
her heart skip a beat. 


They waded out of the pond and stretched on the grass 
away from the muddy edge. 


The sun soaked into their bodies like butter melting on hot 
bread. Sarah closed her eyes, breathing in the scent of pond 
muck, pine trees and the rich odor of wild grapes, full and 
overripe on the vine. Her eyes flickered open to take in the 


cloudless arch of blue overhead then closed again. The 
harsh chorus of cicadas in the treetops lulled her to sleep. 


She was awakened, disoriented, some time later by Tom 
gently shaking her arm. 


“You'll burn. We should go back.” For a brief moment he le t 
his hand linger on her arm, trailing down her smooth, pale 
flesh toward her hand. “Your skin is pretty. ” His voice was 
low and admiring. 


A frisson of lust shivered through her at his light caress and 
the warmth of his hand covering hers. Drowsily she reached 
out her other hand and stroked it over the angel on his 
forearm. “Yours is too.” 


He looked from her hand up to her eyes, his gaze hungry 
and dark with desire. 


Sarah was instantly awake. She took her hand from his arm 
as if she’d been burned and sat up, turning to look for her 
shirt and shorts. “Thanks for waking me. You’re right, we 
should go home now. ” 


Again they trudged across the field. She wondered how long 
this sexual tension between them could hold before it broke 
like the dark clouds slowly rolling in on the horizon, just as 

Tom had predicted. There would be a storm before morning. 


* OK OOK x 


After bathing away the smell of pond water, Sarah cooked 
potatoes and pork chops for their dinner. 


Tom cut vegetables and prepared a salad under her 
instruction. 


They ate and again retired to the living room and listened to 
the evening news followed by Harold Raimer’s Music Hour. 


Sarah had given Tom his library book to look through and he 
had accepted it with evident delight. He was now poring 
over the pages, examining each picture carefully as though 
trying to figure out the stories. 


She closed her plumbing tutorial after she realized she 
wasn’t going to be able to fix her pipe problem without a 
professional and said, “I thought, if you’d like, | could teach 
you how to read.” 


Tom looked up from his book and smiled brightly. “Yes, 
please.” 


She could see the change in him from the tense creature 
she had met only two days before. He was relaxed and 
completely at ease with her now. 


“Let me get some things together and we can begin. ” She 
gathered paper and pencil, figuring she’d start with the 
basics of the alphabet unless he demonstrated that he was 
beyond that. She sat cross- legged on the floor and he sat 
down next to her. Smoothing the paper against the hard 
surface of a book she drew a capital ‘A’ then glanced at him. 


He lips parted and his eyes shifted. He looked like he 
wanted to say something. 


She smiled encouragingly. “What?” 


“| already have one thing | can read. Bernard taught me the 
words.” Tom reached in his pocket, drew out the magazine 
page she had found the day before and carefully unfolded it. 
Without looking at the words he recited, “Doesn’t your 


family deserve the perfect holiday? Virginia Beach ... 
Paradise at half the price. Virginia Tourism Board.” 


“That’s good.” Sarah’s smile widened. His earnest recitation 
was So sweet. 


He stared at the picture. “I made up a story about the 
family.” 


She leaned forward, resting her arms on her knees. “Tell 
me.” 


Again he recited as though it was something he had 
memorized. “The family is on their holiday at the beach. The 
children play in the water and go out farther and farther. 


The brother gets washed away by a wave and his sister 
screams but the father runs into the water and saves him.” 


He smoothed the crease down the center of the page with 
one finger, stopping where it crossed the woman’s face. 
“After their vacation the family goes back home. They have 
a brick house with lots of windows. Each of the children has 
a bedroom with a window that looks out at the sky and a 
garden and they each have a bed to sleep in and no one is 
allowed to come into their room to look at them or touch 
them. The father goes to work to make money to take care 
of the family and the mother cooks food. They eat three 
times a day and sometimes even more. When the children 
wake up in the morning they eat breakfast and go to school. 
They have a lot of friends and no one looks at them because 
they look just like everybody else. They go outside 
whenever they want and eat whenever they want. They 
have a dog too.” He stopped abruptly and looked up from 
the picture to her face. 


Sarah’s throat was so constricted she could hardly swallow. 
Tom had revealed much about his life in the little story, 
spoken more words than he had in the past two days and 
told her more than she wanted to know. She cleared her 
throat. “Go on, ” she prompted gently. “It’s a nice story. ” 


He looked back at the magazine page. “The father and 
mother touch each other but it’s good. They lie together at 
night, and in the morning, when he has to go to work they 
kiss goodbye. Together they will make another baby for their 
family.” He fell silent for a second then added, “That’s all.” 


Sarah drew a deep breath and released it slowly, waiting for 
her voice to steady before she spoke. “It’s a ve ry good 
story. Are those the things you want for yourself? ” 


He nodded and began folding the advertisement. “But | 
can’t have them,” he said matter-of-factly. 


“Why not?” 


He shrugged as if it was obvious and she remembered that 
earlier he had declared, 


“I’m not normal. ” She had to admit it was hard to picture 
this strange man living a normal family life in an average 
community. His differences were stamped all over his body 
as well as hidden deep inside him. 


Sarah chose her next words carefully. “So, Mr. Reed let 
people come to your room and ... touch you sometimes?” 


“When they paid extra.” 
“Since you were young? ” 


“Yes.” He returned the advertisement to his pocket. 


Sarah was shocked. She had heard suggestions of such 
perversions, but her knowledge of sex outside of the marital 
bed was limited. Her mother had given her brief, very vague 
instructions before her wedding night and John had taught 
her the rest of what she knew. 


Tom picked up the pencil and neatly copied an ‘A’ beside 
hers. “When I had visitors | got extra food,” he added 
Casually. 


Sarah felt sick. She didn’t know what to say. “I’m sorry, ” 
she whispered. 


He glanced up with a puzzled frown. “Why? ” 


Her eyes welled with tears and she fought them back. She 
would not help him by making him feel pathetic. “For what 
happened to you. Everything you had to live with. ” 


And that I came to gape at you like everyone else, as 
though you were a freak and not a person. 


His eyes dropped back to the paper and he offered the 
pencil to her. “Show me more.” 


Sarah understood. He was finished talking about his past. 
She tried to put the terrible things she had learned out of 
her mind and turn her attention to teaching him the 
alphabet, but his words haunted her. When they paid extra. 


She shuddered but took the pencil and wrote ‘B,’ both in 
uppercase and lowercase this time. 


By the end of an hour she was writing simple sentences like 
“The cat ate the rat” and Tom was reading them aloud. His 
mother must have taught him the basics and he only 
needed a refresher to awaken what he already knew. 


After their lesson, Sarah read another chapter of Jom 
Sawyer. 


Outside the storm was coming. She heard a rumble of 
distant thunder, which grew steadily louder and closer. 
Flashes of lightning occasionally lit the sky and shone briefly 
through the window. At about ten thirty the storm finally 
broke. Thunder boomed almost overhead, lightning crackled 
and gusts of wind billowed the curtains inward bringing 
much-needed fresh air into the stuffy room. 


Sarah put down the book and together she and Tom went 
around the house closing windows, closing the house in 
stuffy humidity once more. 


“Let’s sit out on the front porch. It’s too hot inside,” she 
suggested. She poured them each a glass of lemonade and 
they went out to sit on the porch swing, watching the wind- 
driven rain wash across the yard. The rain smelled cool and 
fresh and a misty spray dampened their faces even in the 
shelter of the porch. 


Sarah was aware of Tom sitting beside her. His proximity 
made the hair on her arm prickle and stand up. But at the 
same time, it seemed natural to sit beside him in 
comfortable silence watching the storm. They sat for about 
a half- hour as the wind and rain raged then slowly died 
down and finally drifted away. 


“| think that’s the end of the hot weather,” Sarah said as the 
temperature perceptibly dropped with the passing of the 
storm. “Fall is here.” 


Tom nodded. He swirled the ice in his empty glass and 
looked out at the muddy yard. “The show will be traveling 
south for the winter soon. ” 


“He won’t be back looking for you again, will he?” Sarah 
asked quietly. 


“I don’t think so.” 


She put her hand on his arm and felt that now familiar tingle 
in her fingertips. “You can stay here as long as you like.” 


He looked at her hand then up at her face. His eyes were 
only deep shadows in the night darkness, but Sarah knew 
they were bright blue and gazing intently at her. 


“Thank you, ” he said. 


“We should probably go in now. ” She stood and took his 
empty lemonade glass. 


He followed her inside where they opened some of the 
windows to let the fresh breeze in the house. Then he 
followed her upstairs. 


In the hall, they both paused in the darkness for a moment 
—a Sliver of time that seemed to stretch and pull like taffy, 
pregnant with possibility. 


Sarah could see Tom’s eyes glittering in the ambient light as 
he gazed at her. With every fiber of her being she wanted to 
take a step toward him and hold out her hand to invite him 
to her room. 


“Well ... good night,” she said, heading into her bedroom 
and closing the door softly behind her. 


She wasn’t ready. 


She wasn’t willing to open her windows wide and let the rain 
come pouring into her house and she wasn’t ready to invite 


this complicated stranger into her bed. 


Chapter Four 


Tom set his foot in the stirrup and swung his other leg over 
Edison’s back, sliding into the saddle and sitting on top of 
the horse. He gathered the reins and glanced over at Sarah 
with a pleased smile on his face. 


Sarah was perched on the corral fence shouting out 
instructions and enjoying the show. “Good. Now don’t hold 
the reins too tight nor too slack. Give him a tap with your 
heels and he’ll start moving.” 


Tom nudged the horse, but Edison continued to stand and 
stare off into the distance. 


“A little harder. He’s old and lazy and doesn’t want to 
move.” 


Tom obeyed and the bay horse wheezed wearily and 
plodded forward. He circled the corral twice slowly. Tom rode 
awkwardly but with a big smile on his face. 


“Good, squeeze your legs harder and slap the reins against 
his neck so he'll trot.” 


Tom followed her directions and Edison reluctantly sped up. 
Tom jounced up and down in the saddle with each step. 


“Let your legs take the impact,” she called. “Rise up in the 
stirrups so you’re not quite seated. Then you won’t bounce. 
That’s called posting.” 


He followed her directions and improved almost 
immediately. 


“Good job. You’re a natural! ” 


After trotting around the corral a few times, Edison slowed 
and then stopped completely, looking as exhausted as 
though he’d run a racecourse instead of made a couple of 
circuits of the corral. 


Sarah shifted her bottom on the hard board of the fence. 
“Keep him moving. You have to let him know you're in 
charge. Give him another kick.” 


Tom complied and Edison walked then trotted again. 


Rising smoothly up and down in the stirrups, Tom looked like 
he’d been riding his whole life. 


Sarah smiled at the clear enjoyment on his face. She knew 
he loved animals. He had told her that one of his jobs in the 
carnival was to care for the livestock but he had never been 
allowed to ride. She had decided it was time to give Edison 
a workout. 


Edison was a retired horse who served no function on the 
farm and didn’t care to be ridden. Like the dog Sheba, he 
had been on the Cassidy farm much longer than Sarah had. 
He’d earned the right to enjoy the peaceful twilight of his 
life with a warm stall, plenty of food and no more physical 
exertion than was necessary to crop grass. 


Tom encouraged Edison into a canter and it was clearly a 
strain for the horse. After a brief burst of speed, he slowed 
and began plodding along again, blowing out his breath 
loudly and limping slightly. 


Tom pulled him to a stop and slid off the saddle. He stooped 
to examine Edison’s foreleg and hoof. 


Sarah jumped off the fence and walked over to them. “Don’t 
let him fool you. 


There’s nothing wrong with him. He just doesn’t like to be 
ridden. ” 


Tom put the leg down, straightened and moved in front of 
the horse. He looked into Edison’s huge brown eyes, petted 
the blaze on his soft nose and murmured something under 
his breath to the horse. 


Sarah patted Edison’s heaving flank. “Good heavens, you'd 
think he’d run the Derby. Lazy old thing. ” 


“He’s tired.” Tom moved around to the horse’s side again 
and started unbuckling the saddle. 


Sarah watched his efficient movements with pleasure. “You 
ride well. Too bad there’s not a real horse you can practice 
on. i 


Together they removed Edison’s tack and rubbed him down 
then Tom led him to the pasture. 


The old horse rolled luxuriantly on his back in the grass to 
rid himself of the feel of the saddle. 


“See, | told you there’s nothing wrong with him. Look at him 
frisk around now. ” 


They leaned against the split rail fence, watching Edison 
amble across the pasture without a limp while Millie stood 
like a statue in the shade of a tree, occasionally pulling up a 
clump of grass and slowly che wing. 


Sarah smelled the strong horse scent on Tom and felt his 
presence beside her. It had been a strange week, living with 


him in her home. It passed quickly, yet it felt like he’d lived 
with her forever. Every day she grew more used to having 
him around as they developed a routine of chores, meals 
and evenings spent with music and books. She couldn’t 
imagine her life going back to the way it was before Tom 
arrived, when her days stretched out before her in lonely 
bleakness. 


Sarah hadn't felt this alive since before the day the Army 
lieutenant arrived to tell her that John had been killed in 
action. She had shut down on that day and not been able to 
rouse interest in anything or anyone until now. 


But at the same time that she and Tom had developed a 
comfortable pattern, she was also /tchy whenever they were 
together, like wearing a mohair sweater directly against her 
Skin. She was extremely aware of his maleness and his 
strangeness. Deep inside she admitted that she had never 
been this physically attracted to anyone before—not even 
her husband. 


Tom didn’t speak much, but she didn’t need him to. She 
knew he was there and listening to her. The mostly one- 
sided conversations didn’t feel awkward as they had at the 
beginning. Occasionally he would interject something so she 
knew he was truly hearing her. And now that he was so 
much more relaxed he would sometimes come out with a 
dry comment that set her laughing. He was definitely not 
mentally deficient despite the bizarre circumstances of his 
life. 


Now it was Friday, one week since she first encountered Tom 
at the carnival. Sarah couldn’t reconcile that brief amount of 
time with the complete turnaround in her life. 


She watched Tom watch the horse for a moment then 
tapped his arm. “You ready for some dinner?” 


They walked to the house content to carry on their charade 
of living a normal life for another evening. 


* OK OOK OX 


That night after supper they had settled in the living room 
for another reading lesson when they heard a car drive up. 


Without a word, Tom closed the book from which Sarah was 
teaching him and went upstairs. 


Sarah went to the front hall and turned on the porch light. 
Looking through the glass she saw that it was Mike and 
Grace’s car. She stepped outside and closed the door behind 
her. 


Grace and Mike got out of the car and Andrew Harper 
emerged from the back seat, looking embarrassed. 


Sarah smiled in welcome although she would rather have 
glared daggers at Grace. 


“Hello.” 


“Hi,” Grace May called. She walked toward the porch. “We 
came to get you to go to the dance in Camden at the 
Grange Hall. ” 


“Oh, | don’t know...” 


“Will Axtell and the Harmonizers are playing, ” Mike added, 
coming up behind Grace and putting an arm around her 
waist. “They’re really good. | heard ‘em last year in 
Hooperstown at the Cherry Festival.” 


“Come on, Sarah. ” Grace May lifted her eyebrows and 
signaled with a roll of her eyes toward Andrew still standing 
by the side of the car looking uncomfortable. “You’re not 
going to stay home on a Friday night. Go get dressed and 
come out with us.” 


“I...” Sarah glanced at Andrew, who smiled sheepishly. 


Grace started up the steps to the porch. “No arguments. 
Come on, l'Il help you pick out something to wear.” 


“No!” Sarah stepped in front of the door. “I mean, no. l'Il get 
changed. Why don’t all of you sit out here on the porch? It’s 
a beautiful night. l'Il bring you something to drink while you 
wait.” 


Before Grace could argue, Sarah went inside. She glanced at 
the stairs and thought of Tom waiting up in his room. She 
Supposed it would be safe enough to invite her friends into 
the house but felt more comfortable with them out on the 
porch. In the kitchen, she took three bottles of Coca-Cola 
from the refrigerator, popped the tops and carried them 
back out to the porch. 


Grace and Mike sat on the porch swing rocking gently while 
Andrew perched on the railing across from them. 


“Sorry | don’t have any beer,” Sarah said, handing out the 
chilled bottles. 


“Thanks.” Andrew still looked embarrassed as he took his. 
He dropped his voice. 


“Look, I’m sorry to surprise you like this. Grace said...” 


“It’s okay, ” Sarah interrupted. “l'Il be ready in a few 
minutes.” 


“Take your time,” Grace said. “We’re in no hurry. ” 


Back inside, Sarah raced upstairs and knocked at Tom’s 
door. When he opened it, she was struck anew by how 
exotic he was compared to her friends. She had gotten so 
used to him over the past days that she hardly noticed his 
decorative skin anymore. “I’m sorry. It’s my friends, the 
ones who were with me at the carnival last weekend. They 
want me to go out dancing and Grace won’t take no for an 
answer.” 


He nodded. 
“I feel bad leaving you here.” 


“It’s all right. Go have fun.” He smiled briefly then started to 
close the door. 


Sarah hesitated, feeling guilty and wrong about leaving him 
alone. “I shouldn’t be back too late. Do n’t feel you have to 
stay in your room. Make yourself comfortable, listen to the 
radio or read. Get a snack from the kitchen...” 


He nodded again and closed the door softly. 


Sarah went to her room and put on her dark green dress 
with the flared skirt, her good high heels and a little 
makeup. She brushed out her hair, decided she didn’t want 
to take the time to put it up and tied a green satin ribbon in 
it instead. With a last guilty glance at Tom’s closed door, she 
ran lightly down the stairs, actually excited at the prospect 
of going out somewhere. 


She sat on the front porch for a while talking with her guests 
while they finished their drinks and wishing they would 
hurry. She was painfully aware of Tom isolated in his room, 


probably listening to their voices and laughter drifting up 
through his open window. 


“Did you hear that Frank’s selling the Texaco station? | 
guess he and Maizie are moving south to be near their 
kids.” Mike drew on his a cigarette and slowly puffed out a 
smoke ring. 


Grace spoke across him, carrying on a parallel conversation 
as the pair of them often did. “Sarah, you won’t believe 
what Trixie Ross did. She broke off her engagement with 
Steve!” 


“Moving to Tallhassee, | guess,” Mike continued. 


“They’ve been going out since we were in high school. She’s 
kept him on a string all this time and now she’s dumped 
him.” 


He shook his head. “Too hot and too many alligators for 
me,” 


Grace set her empty Coke bottle on the porch floor beside 
the swing. “I heard that she’s taken up with some fellow 
from over in Camden. Maybe we'll see them tonight at the 
dance.” 


Sarah nodded. 


Mike checked his watch. “I guess we better be going or the 
dance’ll be half over by the time we get there.” 


Grace stood up. “We should get going.” She turned and 
frowned at Mike, who was sipping the last of his soda. 
“Hurry up and finish that or we'll be late.” 


Sliding into the back seat of the car next to Andrew, Sarah 
breathed in a cloud of his too-sweet cologne. 


He leaned over to whisper again, “Sorry about this. | didn’t 
plan it. | know you told me you weren't ready to date, but 
Grace...” 


“I know. When she makes up her mind, she doesn’t stop ‘til 
she gets her way. ” She laughed. “That’s how she got Mike 
to pop the question when he was dragging his heels.” 


“So this isn’t a date,” Andrew said. “Just friends going to a 
dance and having a good time.” He grinned and Sarah 
thought he looked like an overgrown schoolboy despite the 
flecks of gray at his temples. 


“Okay. ” She smiled back. 


They drove almost an hour to Camden. The parking lot was 
full and as they crunched across the gravel toward the 
Grange Hall, music and lights poured out of the open doors 
of the brick building. Inside, the crush of bodies and mingled 
odors of sweat, cigarettes and women’s perfumes made the 
air stifling. 


The dance floor was crowded. The band played a fast-paced 
version of Sing, Sing, Sing that had the dancers swinging as 
best they could in the limited space. Mike was right, The 
Harmonizers weren’t half-bad and Sarah found her head 
bobbing to the beat and her toe tapping. 


“Let’s try to find a place to sit,” Grace yelled over the music. 


They threaded their way through the crowd to the back of 
the hall without finding a single open chair. 


“Hell, might as well dance then. ” Mike grabbed Grace by 
the waist and swung her out onto the floor. 


“Do you want to?” Andrew leaned down to ask Sarah. 
She nodded. 


A half- minute after they started dancing the song finished. 
The band slowed down the pace with the melodious Moon 
Glow. Sarah shuffled in a small circle in Andrew’s arms and 
the dance floor grew more crowded as even non-dancers 
got dragged out to sway with their dates to the lush, 
romantic tune. 


Sarah was overpowered by Andrew’s cologne at this close 
range. She tried to maintain a little distance between them 
but with the press of bodies she found herself rocking ina 
close embrace. His cotton shirt was hot and damp with 
sweat beneath her hand resting on his shoulder. His hand 
that clasped hers also felt moist. 


When the song was finally over, Sarah stepped back, 
fanning her face. “Whew, it’s hot in here. Shall we find the 
others and step outside for a minute?” 


“Sure. l'Il get some punch too,” Andrew said affably. 


Soon the four of them were outside in the parking lot with 
cups of vodka- laced fruit punch. Clusters of people lingered 
near the door while couples took little walks off into the 
woods or necked in steamy- windowed automobiles. It was 
peaceful outside after the clamor of music and loud voices 
within the building. 


It didn’t take more than two or three sips of the heavily 
spiked drink for Sarah’s head to start swimming. She wasn’t 
used to drinking anymore. 


She decided to fish for information about what the sheriff’s 
office and what people thought about the tattooed man now 
that a week had passed. “So, is there any news about this 
lost guy from the carnival?” 


“No one’s seen hide nor hair of him,” Grace said. “It’s kind 
of strange since he isn’t somebody you could miss seeing.” 


“Probably long since out of the area,” Mike said. 


“Or maybe the carnival owner found him again,” Andrew 
suggested. 


Sarah took another sip of her punch. “Sheriff's office still 
looking?” 


“I guess so. Why? Are you nervous out on the farm?” Grace 
asked. 


“No, just curious.” Sarah quickly changed the subject, 
getting Grace fired up about Trixie Ross and the mystery 
man from Camden again. 


After a breather, they returned to the dance. They 
jitterbugged and fox-trotted for several hours, lubricated by 
a good quantity of punch. 


By the time her friends dropped her off at home, Sarah was 
unsteady on her feet. She wasn’ t drunk, just happily tipsy. 


Andrew saw her to the front door, supporting her elbow with 
one hand. “I, uh, had a real nice time, Sarah. Hope we can 
do it again soon. ” 


“It was fun. ” She smiled, but she didn’t ask him to stop by 
again. “G'night.” 


He dipped his head and pressed his lips to her cheek briefly. 
“Good night.” He turned and walked quickly down the porch 
steps. 


Sarah touched her hand to her cheek, surprised at his 
boldness after she’d told him she wasn’t interested. She 
went inside, closed the door and leaned against it, 
squeezing her eyes shut then blinking them, trying to drive 
away the dizziness. 


Moving to the window beside the door, she watched until 
Mike and Grace’s car drove away then called softly, “Tom.” 


There was no answer. Maybe he was already asleep. She 
walked through the hall to the living room and sank down on 
the sofa with a sigh, kicking off her too-tight high heels and 
rubbing her left ankle. She sat in the warm orange glow of 
the lamp for several minutes, letting the blessed silence 
soothe her ears. 


The front door opened then closed with a quiet click. Fora 
moment Sarah’s heart sped and she had visions of killers or 
that creepy Mr. Reed slowly stalking down the hall. 


“Tom?” 

“Yes,” he answered softly, coming into the living room. 
“Hi. Where were you? ” 

“Out in the barn. ” He stood in the doorway unmoving. 


She beckoned him over. “Come sit down. It hurts my neck 
looking at you over my shoulder.” 


He walked into the room and stood behind ‘his’ chair, 
resting an arm on the back of it. His eye s widened as he 


scanned her body from head to toe. 


She realized he hadn’t seen her in anything but 
housedresses or blouse and pants and felt smug at his 
approving eyes. She knew the dark emerald dress made her 
auburn hair glow and enhanced her hazel eyes. She smiled, 
stood up and twirled around once for him, her head spinning 
even after her body stopped. “Fancy, huh? | don’t get much 
opportunity to dress up these days, but | was quite the 
fashion plate back in Chicago. Was your evening all right?” 


“Yes.” His eyes dropped from her and he looked at the cold 
fireplace. “How was your dance?” 


“Nice. Too crowded though. ” Again she felt a stab of guilt 
for having fun with her friends while he was alone here with 
only the animals to keep him company. She walked over to 
the radio and switched it on. A swell of orchestral violins 
filled the living room with smooth, seductive melody. Sarah 
turned and held out her hand. “Would you like to dance?” 


Slowly he moved around the back of the chair and 
approached her hesitantly with his arms down at his sides. 


She took his left hand and placed it on her waist, sliding her 
own up his chest to his shoulder. She took his other hand in 
hers and lifted it a little. “Now, we move around a little. It’s 
not hard. Hear the beat of the mus ic? Move your feet with 
it.” 


Together they moved back and forth. Sarah felt the heat of 
his skin and the hard muscle and bone through his shirt. She 
breathed in the sweet scent of hay, the earthy musk of farm 
animals and beneath that his male smell. Even though she 
stood in the same stance as she had with Andrew earlier 
that evening, this dance was completely different. 


She turned her head to the side she looked at their linked 
hands, her pale fingers wrapped around his colorful hand. 
She relaxed and moved in closer to him, not quite resting 
her head on his chest, but willing to if he drew her nearer 
yet. 


“Do you like that man? ” he suddenly asked, his voice a 
quiet rumble. 


“What?” She looked up into his eyes. They were dark, 
almost navy instead of their usual crystal blue. 


“That man who kissed you. ” 


“Andrew? Oh no! He’s ... He’s just a friend. Yes, | like him but 
not like that.” Sarah felt she was back in grade school. Do 
you like him? Or do you like him like him? 


“It was only a friendly kiss,” she explained. 


“Am | your friend?” His voice was low and husky. It sent a 
shiver up her spine. 


Her tongue darted out to touch her lips. “Yes.” The word 
came out a whisper. 


“Can | kiss you? ” 


She caught her breath. A dozen logical reasons to say ‘no’ 
clamored in her mind, beating at the door of her 
consciousness to be let in. If she opened the door she would 
have to entertain each one like a bad houseguest. He’s too 
damaged. You’re too lonely. 


He’s so different. But she didn’t want to hear from them 
tonight. She didn’t want to invite them in. She barricaded 
the door, held her breath for a moment then exhaled, “Yes.” 


Tilting her face up, she closed her eyes and parted her lips 
in anticipation. There was a moment’s pause. She felt warm 
lips press quickly against her cheek like the brush of a 
falling leaf and then they were gone. 


Sarah opened her eyes. 
Tom still stared down at her with his sapphire eyes. 


That was all? It wasn’t enough. Since she had mentally 
given herself permission to accept a kiss, she expected to 
get one. A real one. 


She smiled and lifted her hand to stroke his cheek then 
gently guide his face toward hers. She tipped her head to 
the side so their noses wouldn’t bump, stood on her toes 
and pressed her lips firmly against his. She caressed his jaw 
then slid her hand around the back of his neck to pull him 
even closer to her, opening her mouth over his. 


He responded, his lips soft and pliant. 


Sarah let the tip of her tongue play over his mouth, licking 
lightly, teasingly. 


Tom followed her lead, sweeping his tongue across her lips. 
His hand at her waist pulled her tight against him and she 
could feel his arousal even through jeans and taffeta. 


He dropped her hand and reached to cup her jaw as he 
kissed her more deeply. Moaning quietly in his throat, he 
mashed his mouth hard against hers. His tongue stroked 
hers and he kissed her over and over. 


Sarah’s desire mounted with that quiet moan and his 
intense kisses. She moved her hand from his neck to his 
scalp, stroking the soft black fuzz that covered it now. Her 


other ha nd clutched his shirtfront to steady her balance as 
the passionate kisses and lack of oxygen and too much 
vodka sent her head spinning once more. 


Finally she had to pull away to breathe. She dropped down 
off her tiptoes, panting and gazing wide-eyed up into his 
face. 


Tom frowned and dropped his hands from her body. “I’m 
sorry. | shouldn’t have...” 


“No!” she interrupted. “No, | want to. | just needed some 
air.” She fanned her face with a hand. “There! Better now. ” 
She grabbed him by the shirt with both hands, pulled him 
down and kissed him again. 


His hands cautiously went around her waist once more then 
began moving up her back, feeling her body through the 
satiny fabric of her bodice. The full taffeta skirt was crushed 
between them and suddenly there was far too much 
material in the way, binding and hampering their efforts to 
get closer. 


Sarah broke off mid-kiss once more and reached behind 
herself to pull down the zipper of her dress. The bodice was 
a little tight and she felt her ribs expand when the zipper 
was down. She peeled the dress off, stepped out of the pool 
of green, picked it up and tossed it over a chair. She turned 
to face Tom again, clad only in her silky white slip and 
underwear. 


He stared at her body then his gaze rose to her face. He 
reached out and touched her long red-brown hair, 
Smoothing it and playing with the silky strands. “So bright.” 


“Irish, ” she explained. “My maiden name’s O'Donnell.” 


He looked confused. 


“Never mind,” she said, and stepped back into the circle of 
his arms. 


There was no hesitation in his embrace this time. He pulled 
her up tight against him and kissed her deeply. The violins 
on the radio swelled and filled the room. 


Sarah melted against his warmth, feeling soft, small and 
feminine in his strong arms. 


With her mouth still pressed to his, she backed him toward 
the couch. When his legs bumped against it, she pushed on 
his chest. She laughed as he sat down abruptly and she 
climbed onto his lap, straddling him. She felt giddy and 
light, free of the weight that had leavened her days during 
the past year and a half. Desire rushed through her. She 
wanted him without reservation or doubt, and she would 
have him. 


She could feel the hard bulge in his pants rubbing against 
her crotch through her underwear. Her slip was hiked way 
up on her hips and her bare legs hugged his. Sitting on his 
lap she was finally taller and he was the one who had to 
look up to her meet her eyes. 


He looked stunned, as if he couldn’t believe this was 
happening. His hands bracketed her waist and slid slowly up 
her sides toward her breasts, but halted short of actually 
touching them. His gaze dipped to her cleavage and Sarah 
knew he was aching to feel them. 


She gathered the hem of her slip in her hands and pulled it 
up over her head. She cast it on the floor and faced Tom 
again. 


His eyes were riveted on the swell of each breast over the 
lacy cups of her bra. He looked up with questioning eyes. 


She smiled encouragingly. “Go ahead.” 


He lifted his hands and stroked his fingers lightly over the 
top of each pale mound. 


He treated her like she was as delicate as porcelain. 


Amazed at her shamelessness, Sarah reached behind 
herself and unfastened the hooks of her bra. She shrugged 
it down her shoulders and sent it sailing through the air to 
land beside the slip. She sat naked, but for her underpants, 
on the lap of a near stranger and had never felt so bold, so 
proud of her body, so unbelievably sexy, desirable and 
potent in her entire life. 


His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard then 
stretched his hands toward her chest. His right hand with 
the flame-colored sun and his left with the moon-and-stars 
motif closed around her full breasts, Kneading them gently. 
He rubbed the pads of his thumbs over her rosy nipples. 


The hard buds tightened in response to his touch, sending a 
delicious twinge from her breasts straight down to her sex, 
making her wiggle on his lap. “Mm. That’s nice,” 


she whispered. 
He glanced up at her and smiled. 
Her heart skipped a beat at the sweetness of that smile. 


He continued to fondle her breasts carefully, toying with the 
nipples and not squeezing too hard. 


She didn’t know how to urge him to the next step, to tell 
him that it was all right to suck on them too, so finally she 
simply said it. “You can kiss them if you want.” A flush rose 
to her cheeks at her blatant invitation. 


But it was obviously what he had been waiting for, because 
he leaned in immediately and wrapped his lips around one 
aureole. His tongue lapped over her nipple, his teeth grazed 
it, and then he latched on and began to suck. 


She gasped at the pulling sensation and cradled his head, 
urging him to continue with the pressure of her hand. Her 
eyes drifted half-closed in pleasure as she watched him 
suckle first one breast and then the other. 


His eyes were rapturously closed, long eyelashes fanning 
across his cheeks. He had strong, chiseled features, sharp 
cheekbones, a straight nose, arched black eyebrows and 
balancing that angularity, an almost feminine mouth. His 
upper lip was bowed and the lower, full and soft. Then there 
were those amazing blue eyes—with or without the 
manmade facial designs, he was very attractive. 


Sarah pulled away and pushed Tom back with a hand on his 
shoulder. 


He broke away from her breast, looking up at her 
questioningly. 


She reached to unbutton his shirt and pull it off his 
shoulders. When she started to lift up the T-shirt 
underneath, Tom suddenly put his hands on hers, stopping 
her. 


“Wait.” Lifting her off of his lap, he set her on the couch 
then stood and crossed the room to turn off the lamp. Light 
from the front hall dimly lit the room, illuminating some 


Shapes and casting deep shadows on others. Peeling off his 
T-shirt, Tom walked back to the couch and sat next to her. 
He pulled her back onto his lap. 


Sarah wanted to see him, but understood that he didn’t 
want to be seen. In some ways it felt even more intimate, 
cuddled together naked chest to naked chest in the semi- 
dark. She caressed his face gently with both hands then 
leaned in and placed a chaste kiss on his lips. Her hands slid 
down his neck and she set her palms flat on his warm, 
smooth chest, feeling his pulse beat rapidly under her 
touch. She skated her hands down his torso and over his 
taut belly. It leaped as her hand trailed over it on the way to 
his pants. She blindly unfastened the button and drew down 
the zipper. 


He breathed in sharply, a sort of strangled sound. 


Reaching inside the waistband of his underwear, Sarah felt 
his penis fill her palm, hard, but covered with the silkiest 
Skin. It felt different from John’s, smoother, and she realized 
he was circumcised. She wondered what that looked like 
and automatically turned her face down to try to see in the 
dark. 


He lifted his hand to tip her face up toward his. “Don’t.” A 
Strip of light from the hallway illuminated his multi- hued 
arm as he caressed her cheek. “Close your eyes, then you 
can pretend it’s your husband.” 


“What?” 


“I know you miss him. | feel it coming off of you in waves all 
the time.” His voice was a low murmur in the dark. “Besides 
... you don’t want to see me.” 


“Yes | do.” She frowned. “I don’t want to pretend you're 
someone else. | want you. ” 


There was a long pause. “Why?” 


Sarah thought about the men who’d occasionally asked her 
out since John died, all perfectly nice men who couldn’t raise 
a spark in her. But from the moment she'd first seen Tom 
and looked into his searching eyes she had felt awakened. It 
was more than physical attraction. Something unique in him 
stirred something in her. 


“I don’t know why, ” she finally admitted. “It’s just ... you. | 
want to be with you. | feel like we belong together.” She 
smoothed one hand up his torso and rested it on his chest, 
picturing the chained heart tattooed there and feeling his 
real heart beating steadily behind it. “Don’t you? ” 


In answer he wrapped his arms around her, pulled her to 
him, and kissed her. 


There was no more talking now. The lust they had fought for 
days was unleashed. 


Their mouths fused hungrily together. 


Sarah’s skin tingled feverishly under Tom’s touch. He ran his 
hands up and down her back, over the bumps of her spine, 
the ladder of her rib cage, the curve of her hips and the 
swell of her buttocks. He pushed her panties down her hips 
and squeezed her bottom then brushed his fingers over the 
crevasse between her cheeks. 


She shivered and her crotch tightened. Moisture pooled 
between her legs and her clitoris throbbed as it brushed 
against the bulge in his pants. She ground against him, 


rocking slightly, and listening to the arousing sound of his 
ragged breathing as he responded to her movements. 


Sarah climbed off his lap and removed her underpants. Tom 
Slipped out of his jeans and then they were both naked 
there in the darkened living room. 


She looked down at herself, a pale ghost and at Tom’s body, 
dark and mysterious with an occasional flash of vibrant color 
when it caught the light. Sarah lay back on the couch and 
spread her legs, her pussy wet with anticipation and her 
heart racing with self-created doubts. 


Tom moved on top of her, his weight supported on his arms 
wedged into the couch on either side of her. 


The sofa was too narrow for two, her right leg was off it, foot 
resting on the floor, but Sarah didn’t want to interrupt this 
to go upstairs to her bedroom. Already Tom’s cock was 
nudging at her slippery cleft and she reached down to guide 
him to it. She had never been so wet and ready so quickly. 
He hadn’t even touched her down there and she was aching 
for him. 


Tom began to push into her. He emitted a low groan as he 
slowly sheathed himself in her depths. 


It had been a long time since Sarah had lain with a man and 
she was tight. She consciously relaxed her muscles to let 
him in, but they still clasped around his shaft like a glove. 
When he was completely inside her, she felt absolutely 
filled. 


Tom slowly drew himself almost all the way out, dragging 
past the sensitive lips of her vagina and making her gasp. 


Then he thrust in again. 


She lifted her hips to meet him. 


Again he pulled out and pushed in, accelerating his pace 
quickly. His need was so raw, so desperate that she knew he 
wouldn’t take long. 


Sarah wrapped her legs around his hips, anchoring him to 
her. She reached up and pulled his face down to hers and 
kissed him briefly. Then, as he panted, his warm breath 
puffing against her face, she whispered urgently, “Pull out 
before you let go.” 


He gave an affirmative grunt and after he had plunged into 
her only a few more times, she felt an aching absence as he 
obeyed her command. He pulled out and continued 
pumping against her pubic mound and stomach. His cock 
brushed over her clit with each thrust. 


Within seconds Sarah felt the tingling, gathering sensation 
of her impending orgasm. 


It was like a million sparks of fire coalescing around that one 
point and radiating outward until her whole being ignited in 
flame. 


Tom brushed against her once more. 


She gasped and cried out, squeezing her legs and arms 
tight around his body and arching her pelvis off the coach. 


Almost immediately afterward Tom froze in his thrusting and 
his body shuddered in her arms. His hoarse cry cut across 
the syrupy melody on the radio, a primitive counterpoint to 
Bing Crosby’s crooning. 


His warm seed spurted onto Sarah’s belly. He rocked a few 
more times, slowly, brushing over her hyper-sensitive clit 


and making her squirm at the contact. Then he stopped 
moving and collapsed on top of her, breathing heavily. His 
back was slick with sweat under her stroking hands and his 
come between their bodies fused them together. 


He was heavy, but Sarah didn’t mind. It felt good to be 
covered, weighed down by a man’s body. She couldn’t stop 
her mind drifting to John and making comparisons. Her 
husband had been a gentle lover. On their wedding night he 
had moved slowly, used his fingers to make her ready for 
him and prepare the way for his penetration. Then he had 
entered her in careful increments until her body accepted all 
of him. 


The sex act itself wasn’t that different, but the feeling of the 
two men couldn’t be more diverse. John was heavier for one 
thing, while Tom was thin and wiry, his muscles coiled 
springs of energy. The other differences she couldn’t even 
put words to. They were contrasts of personality that came 
through in subtle ways in their lovemaking. Where John was 
open, affable and earthbound, Tom was introverted, intense 
and almost ethereal. 


Sarah pushed the comparisons from her mind. It was 
ridiculous to imagine she could tell all of that from one 
sexual encounter with Tom. Then the knowledge that there 
would be more encounters, that she would now invite Tom 
into her bed and spend the night exploring his body, set her 
pulse racing once more. 


“Shall we go to my room? ” she whispered. “It will be more 
comfortable.” 


He shifted his body, lifted his head to look down into her 
eyes. In the dim light she could see them gleam. “Yes.” The 
word was almost a sigh. 


They rose from the couch and wiped clean with Tom’s T- 
Shirt. 


Sarah turned off the radio then led the way upstairs, feeling 
Tom’s eyes roving over her naked body as he followed her 
up the steps. She glanced over her shoulder and predictably 
they were fastened on her ass. She grinned. Men were really 
all the same. But then, if she had been the one walking 
behind him, she too would have been gawking. 


Her bedroom was stuffy and she opened the window to let 
the fresh night breeze blow in. Since Tom seemed averse to 
it, she didn’t turn on the light, but she could make out his 
shape in the dark from the moonlight coming through the 
window. It cast everything in the room in monochromatic 
shades of blue, silver and gray. 


Sarah walked over to the bed and pulled back the covers. 
The moment took on a profound significance beyond the 
simple act. Sharing her bed with a new man would put John 
firmly in her past. Her slow act of letting him go would be 
finalized when she allowed Tom to lie in his place and sleep 
with her in their marriage bed. 


Slipping between the covers, she looked up at Tom and 
patted the pillow next to her. 


He climbed in beside her. In the pale moonlight the patterns 
on his skin were all blue and black. He looked like a pen and 
ink drawing come to life. He reclined on his side, resting his 
weight on one arm. 


Sarah lay back against her pillow, reaching up to rest her 
hand against Tom’s cheek and stroke her thumb over his 
lips. She was surprised to find her body was already 
beginning to stir in anticipation. She wanted him all over 
again. 


He leaned his face into her touch and kissed her thumb then 
wrapped his lips around it and drew it into his mouth to suck 
on it lightly. 


Sarah made a small sound in the back of her throat. She 
was aroused by the sight and the feel of his sucking mouth 
on her thumb. 


After a moment he let go. He grasped her hand, entwining 
his fingers with hers, then brought her hand to his mouth to 
kiss the back of it. His lips brushing over her skin tickled and 
made her smile. 


Then he leaned down and kissed her mouth with none of the 
earlier hesitancy. He laid claim to her lips, kissing her firmly 
and deeply. When he had her gasping, he let his lips trail 
down her jaw to nibble at her throat. Sarah squirmed and 
laughed and she felt his mouth draw into a smile against her 
Skin. 


Dropping lower, he kissed a path across her chest and down 
to her breasts, suckling each nipple. 


Sarah brushed her hand over his soft head, closed her eyes 
and arched her chest up toward his mouth. 


Just as she was moaning in delight, his mouth and hands 
abandoned her breasts. His tongue licked down her rib cage 
and belly to dip into her navel. He spread her legs apart 
with his hands and crawled between them. 


Then suddenly his mouth was even lower than her belly, 
moving around her pubic mound and down toward her 
thighs. 


Sarah’s eyes flew open. This was not something John had 
ever done. He had primed her with his fingers, but never his 


tongue, and although Sarah had heard the term ‘oral sex,’ 
she believed it was something wholesome, Christian folks 
didn’t do. She had never taken John’s member into her 
mouth either. 


She lifted her head off the pillow and looked down at the top 
of Tom’s head and the sliver of profile showing as he parted 
her labia and leaned in. She was about to protest, to stop 
him, to cover herself from his sight when his tongue slipped 
between her folds and lapped up over her clit in one long, 
broad stroke. She gasped. “Ahhh. ” 


What did she care whether wholesome people did this or 
not? She hadn’t been to church in almost two years and 
didn’t particularly believe she would be damned because of 
this. And, God, it felt so good! 


He thoroughly licked her. Between her folds, deep as he 
could reach into her cleft, then up over her vulva to her 
clitoris. He teased and nibbled at her sensitive bud until she 
was ready to scream. Sarah twisted and moaned under 
Tom’s ministrations. Her desire spiraled up and up until it 
burst in another shower of sparks. She literally saw lights 
against the dark screen of her closed eyelids when she 
came with a cry of ecstasy. 


She panted and twitched as she came down from her peak. 


Tom crawled up beside her to watch her face and enjoy her 
pleasure. His hand stroked idly over her stomach, rubbing 
Small circles until she subsided with a final shudder. 


Her eyes opened. She sighed and looked up at him. “That 
was amazing! Thank you. ” 


He smiled. 


“Do you want me to do that for you? ” She glanced down at 
his groin, “I haven’t before, but I’m sure | can figure it out.” 


“No.” His hand moved up until he was caressing her breast 
and tugging lightly on her nipple. “Turn on your side.” 


She complied, rolling onto her shoulder. 


He moved in behind her. He wrapped his arms tightly 
around her body, pulling her close to him. She could feel his 
breath on her shoulder and his rigid penis nestled, warm 
and heavy, in the groove of her buttocks. He brushed her 
hair aside and pressed a kiss to her shoulder as he began to 
move against her, rocking gently. 


She loved the sensation of his cock sliding over her rear 
while she was held snug and secure against him. It was a 
very cuddly, comfortable way to make love. She relaxed and 
let him do everything. 


He fondled her breasts and kissed her shoulder and the 
back of her neck. His cock rubbed over her anus as he 
thrust against her. His breathing grew shallower and he 
reached down, separated her legs and guided himself into 
her sex once more. Sarah was so slick that he slipped inside 
with ease, grunting as her warmth enveloped him. 


She pressed back against him, seating him deeply inside 
her, enjoying the fullness. 


He moved his hand from her breast down to her crotch and 
began rubbing her clit lightly as he pushed into her, but it 
was Still too sensitive to receive his touch and she moved 
his hand away. “That’s okay. ” 


He thrust into her steadily, his hips pushing against her butt. 
He held her close and little groans and gasps escaped him 


as he built up speed, driving into her with increasing force. 


She was excited by his arousal, his elemental hunger for her 
and the novelty of being entered from behind. “Pull out,” 
she murmured when she thought he was drawing near his 
climax. It wasn’t the safest way to prevent a pregnancy but 
there were no other options. Tom obeyed, abandoning the 
heat of her channel to spill his seed over her lower back. 
Again a loud cry wrenched from him. He bit down on her 
shoulder, almost hard enough to break skin. He held her so 
tightly as he pumped against her back that she thought her 
ribs would be bruised. 


He panted heavily as he recovered. She could feel his chest 
heaving against her back. 


He rubbed at the bite mark on her shoulder. “I’m sorry. Did | 
hurt you? ” 


“No. It’s fine.” 
He kissed where he had bitten. “Sorry, ” he said again. 


Sarah stretched to reach the nightstand and fumbled in the 
drawer looking for something to clean up with. She found 
the little lace-edged handkerchief on which her grandma 
had embroidered her initials and passed it back to Tom so 
he could wipe her back. She pictured her dead grandmother 
and thought that maybe she would understand. 


After all, Grandma had lived and loved and embraced a man 
others had thought questionable. 


The idea made her smile as she tossed the wadded up 
hanky on the floor and rolled over to cuddle up against Tom 
and rest her head on his chest. His heart still pounded and 
his breathing was rapid, but as she held him both slowly 


diminished. Sarah felt sleepy and replete and so content to 
be in his warm embrace. She was half-asleep when he 
spoke, his voice rumbling beneath her ear. 


“You asked me about my dream—the one where | saw you. 
The reason | recognized you. It was this. | dreamed this 
moment with you. ” 


Her eyes opened and she was immediately wide-awake. She 
knew he was telling the truth. She was awed by his 
precognitive powers and also a little frightened, afraid of 
what he might see about her life or Know about her inner 
thoughts. He was so foreign, so different from anyone she 
had ever met. 


“I’m glad,” she finally said, because she had to say 
something. “I’m glad you dreamed me and that you came to 
me.” She hugged him and kissed his chest. 


“And you ... don’t mind the way I look?” 


“I told you the other day, I think your skin is pretty. ” She 
propped herself up on one elbow and solemnly looked in the 
eyes. “You're the sweetest person I’ve ever met. | think 
you're beautiful.” She lay her head back down on his chest. 


He wrapped his arm around her once more, his hand resting 
on her hip. 


Quietly they lay together in the cool breeze blowing through 
the window until they slept. 


Chapter Five 


When Sarah woke the next morning, the sun was pouring in 
the window, blinding her. She had a dull ache behind her 
eyelids from the previous night’s vodka and a crick in her 
neck from sleeping in an odd position. She felt Tom shift in 
the bed behind her and turned to look over her shoulder to 
see if he was still asleep. 


He was sprawled on his back, one arm flung above his head, 
the other trapped between their bodies. His eyes were 
closed, the lashes resting against his cheeks. All the colors 
of his body shone in the bright sun like a jewel box spilled 
out across her rumpled sheets. 


Her eyes instantly went down to his penis. She had felt but 
never seen it last night and her curiosity at what a clipped 
one looked like was driving her crazy. She gasped when she 
saw Tom’s semi- rigid cock, resting against his stomach. Not 
only was it circumcised, it was also tattooed. 


Wrapped around the shaft were graphically- rendered coils 
of barbed wire, criss-crossing and binding it from the base to 
the head. She thought of the hours of painful needling the 
intricate tattoo would have required and her horror at 
Reed’s torture grew. 


Whether Tom had been physically restrained or submitted 
obediently in order to earn food, the result was the same. 
He had not chosen to have these things done to his body. It 
had been inflicted on him. 


This was why he hadn’t wanted her to see him last night. He 
was ashamed. 


Sarah felt guilty, as if she was back in the carnival gawking 
at him all over again, but she couldn’t look away. On his 
thighs, which she had been too embarrassed to examine the 
first time she saw him, were beautifully rendered images of 
Adam and Eve. On the right, Eve reached to pluck the apple 
from the Tree of Knowledge, which wrapped all around his 
leg with branches spreading over his hip and around his 
groin. It was obvious that Eve was meant to be reaching for 
his genitals as well in a lewd parody of the Bible story. And 
on the left leg, Adam turned away in shame, one arm 
covering his eyes as he was cast out of the Eden that 
bloomed over Tom’s leg and lower torso. Despite her horror 
at the carnival owner's evil, Sarah had to admire his artistic 
Skill. 


Tom shifted in his sleep, breathing in deeply. 


Sarah’s eyes shot up to his face, afraid of being caught 
looking. 


He rolled over, presenting her with his backside and again, 
guiltily, she allowed her eyes to focus below his waist. The 
satanic vision on his rear was worse than she had imagined. 
Below the teeming ocean on his back was a depiction of hell 
in which demons cavorted, raping and torturing screaming 
people. Sarah could see flashes of the green leaves of Eden 
wrapping around his hips from the front but on his buttocks 
and the back of his thighs the colors used were mostly red, 
yellow, orange and black—the colors of flame and 
damnation. 


She was ashamed at staring so long and tore her eyes away. 
She sat up, tossed the sheet over Tom’s lower half, kissed 
his shoulder and got out of bed. Farm chores didn’t allow for 
a rare day of sleeping in. Both Edison and Millie needed to 
be fed. 


Out in the barn Sarah went through the familiar routine, 
pouring feed in the horse’s box, pitching hay and filling 
water troughs. As she did her chores, her mind flooded with 
worries. In the sexual heat of the previous night, under the 
influence of alcohol, she had felt free and uninhibited, 
comfortable in her naked skin and unashamed to fulfill her 
body’ s needs. But in the bright morning light, inhibitions 
instilled in her since childhood muddied her mind with doubt 
about her actions. 


Her mother’s voice scolded her for having sex outside of 
marriage. Sarah might have given up on church-going, but 
the doctrines of what was taboo or unacceptable behavior 
were ingrained. Tom was an emotionally scarred man and 
socially unacceptable in her community. There were serious 
problems inherent in this love affair she had so carelessly 
allowed to bloom. 


She was seated on the milking stool, forehead pressed 
against Millie’s warm brown flank, milk squirting into the 
bucket with a metallic ping, when she heard Tom’s step 
behind her. She looked over her shoulder at him. 


He stood in a patch of sunlight, hands in pockets, watching 
her with a slight worried pucker between his eyebrows. 


Sarah smiled. 


At her smile, the frown disappeared and a wide grin lit up 
his face. It creased the corners of his eyes, making him look 
like a tattooed angel. “I can pitch down the hay, ” he 
offered. 


“Already done and I’m almost through here, too.” Sarah 
gave a last pull and stood up, pushing back her stool and 
lifting the bucket from beneath the cow. “How about 


something to eat? I’m starving.” She walked toward him 
with the milk-laden bucket. 


He reached out to take it from her and carry it, but she 
placed the bucket on the ground and took his hand. 


“Last night was really special, ” she said, looking up into his 
eyes. “Thank you. ” 


He didn’t reply, but his shining eyes said everything. He 
pulled her into his arms and held her tight. 


She rested her head on his chest and breathed in his smell, 
for the moment shoving all fears and doubts out of her 
mind. 


She broke off the embrace and led him by the hand to the 
house for breakfast. 


He ate with his usual gusto. 


Sarah found herself digging in voraciously too, starved from 
the previous night’s exertions. 


After the meal she began to clean up the kitchen and Tom 
started to leave to take the animals out to pasture but he 
never made it out the door. 


What started as a goodbye kiss ended with Sarah’s 
housedress and apron pushed up around her waist as she 
sat on the edge of the kitchen table, and Tom with his pants 
down around his ankles, thrusting into her. 


He knocked the dirty dishes aside with one arm and laid her 
back on the tablecloth then climbed on top of her. 


She grappled him to her with her legs and they rutted like 
animals. It felt exciting and decadent, and Sarah thought 
she would like to start every day this way. 


Maybe it was the long sexual drought, or maybe it was the 
Tom’s aggressive lovemaking, but Sarah came with a long 
wail. She had never felt such an intense peak before or such 
a deep drop. Tears beaded at the corner of her eyes as she 
squeezed them tight shut and clung to him. 


Spurred by her cry of ecstasy, Tom gave a guttural groan. 
He pulled out of her hot depths and released his come onto 
her leg and across the tabletop. 


Suddenly overcome by the ludicrousness of the sexual act 
and by her intense orgasm, Sarah started laughing giddily. 


Panting from exertion, Tom looked down at her wide-eyed. 


“Sorry. It’s just so funny!” she gasped. “I mean, when you 
think about it.” She broke off into another fit of giggles. 


He frowned. 


Mindful of male ego she added, “It’s not you. I’ve never had 
such a strong ... It was wonderful.” 


Seemingly satisfied that she had enjoyed it he climbed off of 
her and the table. He pulled up his pants and zipped them 
then reached for some of the paper napkins that had drifted 
to the floor and handed them to her. 


Sarah sat up, still snickering softly as she wiped her leg and 
pulled down her skirt. 


When she looked up at Tom, he had a mischievous glint in 
his eye. 


“Want me to help finish clearing the breakfast dishes?” He 
glanced pointedly at the plates, cups and silverware strewn 
across the floor. 


She snorted with laughter. Wrapping her arms around his 
neck she pulled him down to give him a lingering kiss. “You 
can help me clear the table after every meal, ” she 
promised. 


* OK OOK OX 


Later that morning Sarah worked in the garden cutting 
heads of cabbage to make into sauerkraut, when she heard 
a loud vehicle approaching from the road. She glanced 
toward the barn and the pasture beyond where Tom was 
repairing a section of fence, but he wasn’t in view from the 
house or garden. She knew he would stay there, safe, until 
the visitor was gone. 


The Burkett’s ancient Ford truck rattled into the yard and 
stopped with a clattering of the engine. Mary Burkett 
climbed out. 


Sarah put down the cabbage in her hand and walked from 
the garden toward the vehicle driveway. 


“Howdy, neighbor! | haven’t seen you in so long. We miss 
you at church. ” Mrs. 


Burkett extended a paper bag. “Here’s a few jars of my 
homemade jam. There’s peach, raspberry and elderberry in 
there.” 


Sarah took the bag. “Thank you. Won’t you come in and visit 
for a while?” 


“I can’t. | just stopped by to tell you the news. Yesterday one 
of the Brodbeck girls, Aileen, the twelve-year-old, 
disappeared. She went off on a hike in the woods in the 
afternoon and when she wasn’t back by supper Betty 
started to worry. She called some of her friends but they 
hadn’t seen her.” Mary paused to draw breath. “When it was 
almost dark and she still wasn’t back, her parents called 
Sheriff Ziegler. A search party took Stan Jeffries’ 
bloodhounds into the woods, but it was pretty muddy from 
the storm and the dogs couldn’t catch her scent. They 
finally had to call off the search ‘til this morning. ” 


Mary shook her head. “The little girl isn’t back yet and now 
everybody’s thinking that she might’ve been kidnapped. 
Stolen and,” her voice dropped, “raped or murdered by that 
crazy man from the circus.” 


Sarah opened her mouth to protest but Mrs. Burkett plowed 
on, “So anyway, my Charlie’s out with the search party and 
I’ve got some pies to take to the where the ladies are 
setting up lunch. ” She paused then added, “You want to 
ride along? ” 


Sarah thought fast. Already she had a reputation as being 
reclusive since John had died and she stopped attending 
church and social functions. She would appear un-civic- 
minded if she didn’t help out in this community- wide effort 
of looking for the girl, but she couldn’t simply take off 
without explaining to Tom what had happened. 


“I’m in the middle of something, Mrs. Burkett but l'II make a 
salad and bring it over in about an hour. Tell the ladies I'll be 
there. Where are they setting up?” 


“Over in Simpson’s orchard at the edge of the state forest.” 
Mary shook her head. 


“Oh, | hate to think of that poor little girl and what might 
have happened to her.” 


After her neighbor had driven off, Sarah took her 
wheelbarrow of cabbages to the house and set them in the 
back entryway. She picked a plump head, washed and cut it 
into quarters then began to grate it for coleslaw to donate 
to the effort. 


She thought of the huge tract of land that made up the 
state forest. The girl could be anywhere and if she was 
unconscious or, God forbid, dead, they might sweep right 
past her even with the whole town searching. It was terrible 
that the girl was missing, but for Sarah equally as upsetting 
that people were laying the blame on Tom. He had assumed 
the role of axe-wielding boogeyman, and as long as he was 
an unknown entity it was easy for people to place their fears 
on him. 


Tom couldn’t remain hidden forever. If he was going to stay 
with Sarah long term then eventually, and probably soon, he 
would have to be presented to the community. 


The question was when. There would never be a good time. 


Lost in her thoughts, Sarah’s hand slipped and she scraped 
her knuckles on the grater. Instantly blood welled. She 
cursed and put her ha nd under the tap, letting cold water 
run over her torn flesh. 


Fresh blood oozed from her hand as she patted it with a 
paper towel. Sarah thought of other blood, menstrual blood, 
and wondered if she was safe in her calculation of days and 
using interruption as a birth control method. With John she 
had never had to worry about preventing pregnancy, they 
were trying to have a child, but now it was a big problem. If 
she and Tom were going to continue having sex, she would 


have to drive to the city to buy the protection she needed. 
There was no way she could go to the pharmacy in this 
Small town without drawing attention. 


She heard the back door open and close and Tom’s heavy 
boots clomp into the entry. 


She turned off the water and turned around as he appeared 
in the kitchen doorway. “Hi. 


That was my neighbor in the truck. She stopped by to tell 
me about this little girl who’s...” 


“She’s hurt.” He walked into the room. 


Sarah froze. It felt like the air had been sucked from the 
kitchen, and she was suddenly aware of the loud ticking of 
the plastic clock on the wall. “What?” 


He stopped behind one of the chairs at the kitchen table, his 
hands resting on the back. “She’s somewhere dark. And her 
leg...” His eyes went unfocussed, gazing through Sarah 
rather than at her. 


She shivered. The hair on her neck prickled and rose. 


“She’s screaming for help.” His voice was quiet and 
detached. 


She walked toward him. “You see this? Right now? You see 
Aileen? ” 


He continued as if he hadn’t heard her, “She’s afraid that no 
one will ever find her. 


She wants to go home.” 


Sarah took a deep breath. She tried to collect her panicked 

thoughts and apply logic to the mystical. “Okay. So if you’re 
getting impressions of her, she must be alive. Can you see 

the place she’s at?” 


He gripped the chair swaying slightly, his far-seeing eyes 
gazing through the wall. 


“Small. Dark. No air.” 


“She’s trapped somewhere? Do you see anything that could 
give a clue where she is?” 


He frowned. “Stone. Rocks. Dirt.” There was a long pause. 
She watched Tom’s face intently. 


His eyes scanned back and forth as if reading an invisible 
book then suddenly blinked and focused on Sarah. “That’s 
all.” 


Her body shook with an adrenaline rush. She realized she 
was still clutching the bloodied paper towel tightly in one 
fist and she set it on the counter. “My God,” she murmured. 
“I thought you had to see a person to, uh, read them. You’ve 
never seen this girl. ” 


His knuckles were white as he clutched the chair back. “I 
feel her. Her fear is so strong. ” 


Sarah walked toward the table, trying to gather her wits and 
shut out her primitive fear of the unknown. There had to be 
a practical way to use his gift to locate the girl. 


“Are your visions only sensations or pictures too?” 


“Sometimes both. ” 


“Do you think you might get a stronger impression if you 
saw her photo?” 


He shrugged. “I’ve never tried to see these things. They just 
come.” 


She bit her lip, thinking hard. “But you could try. It might 
make a difference.” 


He studied her face and slowly nodded. 


“Then we have to go to the sheriff. We ha ve to try and help 
find this girl.” 


He looked down at his hands for a long moment then back 
up at her. “All right.” 


She walked over to him and took one of his hands, 
squeezing it tightly. “l'Il be with you. It will be all right. I'll 
make them listen to what you have to Say. ” 


He looked into her eyes with his profound gaze and nodded. 


She realized how much trust she was requiring of him. 
“You'll be safe.” 


Sarah slipped on a jacket then got the keys to the Plymouth. 
As Tom slid in beside her, she checked out his appearance, 
seeing it as others would. He looked like an alien being 
dressed in John’s clothes. The dark blue jeans, light blue 
chambray work shirt and navy jacket were what any man 
around here might wear, but Tom’s exposed head and hands 
were foreign. She considered offering him a cap to wear, but 
decided it would come across as her being ashamed of him. 


Tom sat in the passenger seat, staring down at his hands 
resting in his lap. 


She reached over and touched his forearm. “It'll be okay, ” 
she reassured him again. 


He looked at her, seized her arm and pulled her to him. He 
cupped her face in his palm and gave her a long, lingering 
kiss then hugged her tight before letting her go. 


It felt like he was saying goodbye. 


She smiled, hoping to calm his fears. “Don’t worry. 
Everything will be fine.” 


He nodded and looked away out the side window. 


Sarah put the car in gear and drove in silence up the road 
toward town. She reached over and turned on the radio 
after several miles of the tension- inducing quiet. String of 
Pearls was on and she nervously tapped her fingers on the 
steering wheel in time with the Glenn Miller Band. 


She pulled the car up in front of the sheriff's office, heart 
pounding as she turned to Tom. “Why don’t you stay here? 
Sheriff Ziegler is probably out with the searchers, but | want 
to check here first.” 


He nodded. 


She got out and closed the car door behind her. Looking 
back through the windshield, she noticed that he had 
scooted down in the seat as low as he could. 


The sheriff's office consisted of a front room with a couple of 
desks, the sheriff’s private office in back and a couple of jail 
cells across from it. 


Ziegler’s wife, Anna, who acted as receptionist, dispatcher 
and secretary, sat at one of the desks talking on the two- 


way radio. “Hold on a minute Jack. Somebody just came in.” 
She tapped a switch and the static buzz of the radio went 
dead. Mrs. Ziegler looked up and greeted Sarah with a nod 
and smile. “Hello, Mrs. Cassidy, | suppose you heard about 
the missing girl. ” 


“Yes. That’s why I’m here.” Sarah breathed out slowly, 
trying to find the perfect words to present her case without 
sounding like a nut. She didn’t know Anna very well, but had 
the impression the woman was a practical person and 
prayed she would listen without judging. “I have something 
to tell the sheriff. It’s kind of strange, but may be useful in 
finding Aileen. I’d like to talk to him privately if at all 
possible. | don’t suppose you could have him meet me here 
at the office.” 


Mrs. Ziegler cocked her head and looked at Sarah curiously 
through her thick glasses. “What’s your information? ” 


Sarah forced herself to relax her hands at her sides, not 
clasp them together like an anxious schoolgirl. “It’s more of 
a premonition really, and it’s not mine. It’s ... a friend’s, but 
he’s very reliable.” Catching the woman’s skeptical 
expression, Sarah added, “I know it sounds crazy but he 
honestly has a gift. | thought if he could look at a photo of 
Aileen or touch something of hers...” She trailed off, her 
face burning. 


Mrs. Ziegler tapped a pen against a tablet of paper in front 
of her. “Who is this friend?” 


“Oh, golly.” Sarah laughed nervously. “Here’s the problem; 
my friend is the man from the carnival they’ve been looking 
for.” She took a step toward the desk and began speaking 
quickly. “But he’s not crazy or dangerous or retarded like 
people think. That man who owns the carnival, Reed, kept 


him basically a prisoner for most of his life and | didn’t tell 
the sheriff or deputy about it before because Tom was afraid 
they wouldn't listen and might try to return him to Reed. | 
know this all sounds insane, but it’s the truth. 


If | could talk to your husband privately about all of this, | 
know | could make him understand. Tom, that’s the man’s 
name, has these visions sometimes and he saw that Aileen 
was hurt and trapped somewhere dark and...” 


Mrs. Ziegler held up her hand halting the flow of words. “He 
saw her? When was this?” 


“No, not saw her physically, but in his head and it was this 
morning, | guess. At least that’s when he told me about it.” 


Mrs. Ziegler laid her pen down. “Where is this man now?” 


Sarah nodded her head toward the door. “Out in the car 
waiting. | thought it would be better if | talked to someone 
first.” 


“Can you get him to come in here?” 


“Of course, that’s what we came for so he could talk to your 
husband and tell him about the ... vision. ” Sarah swallowed 
the last word in an embarrassed mumble. 


“Mrs. Cassidy, why don’t you go get him and l'II call Jack.” 


As Sarah turned to comply, she heard radio static again and 
Mrs. Ziegler speaking into the handset. “Uh, Jack, you there? 
I’ve got somebody here you're going to want to talk to.” 


Outdoors the sidewalk was empty. The town appeared 
deserted since most people had gone out to join in the 
search. Sarah was grateful for that. For a second as she 


peered into the dim interior of the car, it looked like Tom 
was no longer there. He had pressed himself back into the 
seat and was slouched down so far he was almost invisible. 


Sarah opened the car door. “Hey. Are you ready to come in? 
The sheriff is going to talk to you. His wife is calling him now 
on the radio.” 


Tom’s face was tense, but he nodded and got out of the car. 


As she led him into the building, Sarah felt like she was 
leading an animal to slaughter. Alarm bells clanged in her 
head telling her that this heartfelt effort to help was 
misguided and that the sheriff's questioning would 
somehow end up with Tom behind bars. But now that she 
had started the process, she didn’t know how to stop it, and 
all she could do was try to make everyone listen and 
believe. 


Back inside the office, Mrs. Ziegler stood behind her desk. 
She looked curiously at Tom then composed her face into a 
neutral expression. “Why don’t you two take a seat until 
Jack gets here? Can | get you a cup of coffee or some iced 
tea?” 


Sarah admired the woman’s calm demeanor. “Iced tea for 
me, please.” She and Tom sat down in a pair of scarred, 
wooden chairs with no padding in a rudimentary waiting 
area along one wall. 


Mrs. Ziegler went into the back and came out with a 
thermos and a pair of coffee mugs. “This should still be cold. 
Fresh from my refrigerator this morning. ” She poured and 
passed them the tea, studying the sun on the back of Tom’s 
hand as he accepted his cup. She perched on the edge of 
the desk facing them and sipped from her own mug. “I know 


it’s not my business to ask questions, but do you want to tell 
me what’s going on? ” 


“It’s exactly like | said.” Sarah gave her thumbnail sketch of 
Tom’s story again, adding the part about her near miss with 
the car to give credibility to his vision. 


When she was finished, Mrs. Ziegler sat there regarding Tom 
thoughtfully. “Well, I’ve heard stranger tales. Not much 
stranger, mind you. Truth to tell, l’ve read about this kind of 
thing before, somebody with visions solving a case no one 
else could. ‘Course that was in a pulp magazine but still, | 
guess anything is possible.” 


Sarah relaxed a little for the first time since she’d entered 
the office. 


The phone rang and the sheriff's wife set her mug down and 
stood up. “I have to say, it would have made things a whole 
lot easier if you’d have come in right away and told Jack 
your story about this carnival fellow Reed. Jack and Phil 
wasted a lot of man-hours this past week beating the bush 
and going door to door trying to find him,” she nodded 
toward Tom. “Jack’s in kind of a... sour mood and he may 
tear into you. But don’t you mind his yelling. He hasn’t had 
enough sleep and it makes him cranky. ” She went to sit 
back behind her desk and answer the ringing telephone. 
“Endora County Sheriff’s Office.” 


Sitting in the straight-backed chairs waiting for Sheriff 
Ziegler to arrive, Sarah felt like a naughty child waiting to 
face the principal. She considered numerous ways of telling 
the story that might make it sound more reasonable and her 
actions logical, when from the moment she met Tom, she’d 
been reacting with her heart instead of her head. 


She looked over at him. 


His hands were clasped in his lap, clenching and 
unclenching against each other. 


She laid her hand on his arm and rubbed it, giving him an 
encouraging nod. When she glanced over at Mrs. Ziegler, 
still talking on the phone, she was watching them 
speculatively. 


They waited only ten minutes before the sheriff’s cruiser 
pulled up outside with a screech of brakes. Sheriff Ziegler 
stomped through the door and straight over to Sarah and 
Tom. He stood before them, legs apart, arms folded over his 
considerable gut and a scowl on his face. He nodded his 
head at Sarah “Mrs. Cassidy, ” then his gaze settled on Tom. 


Sarah could sense Tom growing tenser. He sat up even 
straighter in his chair. 


“And this Is...?” 


Sarah put a reassuring hand on Tom’s arm again and 
answered for him. “Tom.” 


“Well, | wasted a lot of my time over the past week 
searching for you, Tom. Why the blazes didn’t you come in 
right away? ” 


“He hasn’t broken any laws and he didn’t feel he could trust 
the authorities to recognize his rights.” 


Ziegler continued to address Tom. “And now you come 
forward with some information about Aileen Brodbeck—who 
just happened to disappear since you came into the area.” 


“I know it seems strange but...” 


“Can the man speak, Mrs. Cassidy? Is he capable of 
speaking for himself?” the sheriff snapped. 


Sarah bit her lip. 


“Because | have to look at him as a suspect in this 
disappearance. By all rights | should have him in handcuffs 
by now. ” 


“No! We came here in good faith that you would listen to 
what Tom has to say and try to look at it with an open mind. 
He only came because | said it would be safe and...” 


“So far | haven’t heard the man say a word on his own 
behalf. All’s | know is we have a little girl missing and a 
stranger who apparently knows something about it.” He 
glared at Sarah. “Can you vouch for his whereabouts 
yesterday? | heard through the grapevine you were over in 
Camden with Andrew Harper and the Cunninghams 
yesterday evening. Who was watching your friend then? 
Damnation, | ought to be arresting you too for harboring a 
fugitive and obstructing justice,” Ziegler’s voice rose angrily. 


“Don’t!” Tom shouted. 
Sarah jumped and looked over at him. 


“Don’t yell at her!” He was poised at the edge of his seat, 
eyes narrowed, hands clenched on the armrests as though 
ready to launch himself at the sheriff. He looked angry and 
dangerous, nothing like the gentle, quiet man she had come 
to know over the past days. He certainly didn’t appear the 
non- violent person she was trying to represent to Sheriff 
Ziegler. 


There was a moment of silence then the sheriff said mildly, 
“So you can speak.” He blew out a breath. “Hell’s bells, son, 


relax. I’m not going to arrest either one of you. Not yet 
anyway. If Mrs. Cassidy here vouches for you, | Suppose 
that'll do for now. But you damn sure better believe | have 
some questions.” He yelled to his wife though she was only 
a few feet away, “Anna, you want to bring me a cold glass of 
iced tea?” 


“We're out.” She rolled her eyes and rose from her seat. 
“But | suppose | could walk over to the drugstore and get 
you a soda. Cool you down before you pop a blood vessel or 
something.” She gathered her purse and jacket and left the 
office. 


“All right.” Ziegler seated himself on the edge of the desk 
facing them as his wife had done earlier. “Whyn’t you tell 
me everything you know about the missing girl. ” 


Tom was still on the edge of his chair, perched like a wild 
creature ready to run... or fight. His eyes were riveted on 
the sheriff, watching his every move. 


Sarah squeezed his arm to get his attention. “It’s all right,” 
she whispered when he looked at her. She felt his arm 
muscles relax slightly. She turned to the sheriff. “Look, | 
know this is hard to believe, but Tom gets flashes of, | guess 
you'd call it insight about people, events in their lives. The 
second day he was at my house | was draining the oil on my 
Plymouth, had it up on a jack and he pulled me out just 
before it rolled off. He said he saw it happen in his head. He 
saved my life.” 


“That true?” Ziegler stared Tom in the eye. 
“Yas,” 


“Can you tell me what you know about Aileen? ” 


Sarah opened her mouth and Ziegler held up his hand to 
stop her. “I'd like to hear it from him.” 


Tom spoke quietly. “She’s trapped someplace dark and 
rocky. There’s hardly any air. Her leg is hurt. And she’s 
afraid. That’s all | felt.” 


Ziegler’s eyes narrowed. “Well, that doesn’t give me a lot to 
go on, now does it?” 


Sarah broke in. “That’s why | thought it might help if he 
could look at her picture or hold something of hers. | know it 
sounds crazy but isn’t it worth a try? ” 


The sheriff rocked back on the desk and it creaked under his 
weight. He stared hard at Tom for several long seconds. 
Then he stood up, scattering papers from the desk to the 
floor. “Why not. Couldn’t hurt.” He looked into Tom’s eyes 
again. “But you better be prepared for this. We got a whole 
lot of people who've imagined you into the worst kind of 
monster. It ain’t going to be friendly out there. Are you 
ready for that?” 


Tom nodded. “Yes,” he said quietly. “I want to help.” 


Chapter Six 


When they arrived at Simpson’s orchard in the squad car, it 
looked more like a community picnic than a search 
operation. Children raced, chasing one another in games of 
tag around the gnarled apple trees or snatched food off the 
heavily laden tables the women had set up. Clusters of men 
and women from town and surrounding area farms stood 
talking and eating. Sarah noticed Grace May cutting a cake 
at one of the tables. 


Andrew and Mike stood in a group with Mr. McNulty, the 
hardware store owner, and several other local merchants. 


Deputy Phil talked earnestly with Aileen’s parents, Glenn 
and Betty and her older sister, Shirley. The younger 
Brodbeck children hollered and ran with the rest of the kids 
unmindful of the gravity of the situation. Glenn’s arm was 
around Betty’s shoulders supporting her and she looked 
ready to collapse if he let go. 


Sarah prayed that there was something useful Tom could 
offer these parents besides the knowledge that their 
daughter was trapped, hurt and afraid. 


“All right, folks, here goes,” Sheriff Ziegler opened the door 
of the cruiser, swung his legs out and hoisted his weight up 
with the aid of the door frame. “Keep by me and let me do 
the talking.” He looked at Sarah as she emerged from the 
vehicle. “That means you. ” 


Sarah and Tom followed the sheriff across the grass to 
where the Brodbecks stood. 


As people noticed Tom, they fell silent or urgently tapped 
their neighbors to point him out. Sarah was acut ely aware 
of the stares and whispers and it made her glad to walk in 
Ziegler’s substantial shadow. It was intimidating being the 
center of attention of almost an entire town. Even the 
children stopped their play to gape at the tattooed man 
walking freely under the sun instead of contained ina 
Carnival tent where he belonged. Sarah saw Grace’s mouth 
literally open in surprise, and the equally shocked 
expressions on Andrew and Mike’s faces. 


“Phil,” Ziegler said to his deputy as they drew close. “I want 
you to circulate among these people and tell ‘em this man 
ain’t a danger to anybody. He’s got some information that 
might be useful. That’s all they need to know about it. Lay 
their minds to rest.” 


The deputy’s eyes popped as he looked from Tom to Sarah 
then back again. “Uh, sure thing, Jack.” He moved 
obediently away. 


Ziegler stopped front of the Brodbecks and took one of 
Betty’s hands in his big fist, patting the back of it. “Betty, 
Glenn, | want you to meet Tom. He’s the fellow from the 
carnival everyone’s been so worked up about.” 


The distraught parents stared uncomprehendingly at the 
incongruous sight of the carnival freak in Simpson’s orchard. 


“Now Tom here claims to have some ... special powers, like 
what they used to call second sight. | know a lot of folks 
don’t take stock in all of that, but | figured what the hell, it 
might be worth a shot if he could help find Aileen. ” 


Glenn frowned, staring at Tom suspiciously. “I don’t think...” 


“Yes,” Betty interrupted, looking directly into Tom’s eyes 
through her red-rimmed ones. “We'll try anything to find 
her. What do we need to do?” 


Sarah spoke up. “Do you have her picture with you? ” 


The woman reached into the pocket of her dress and drew 
out a photo. Tears filled her eyes as she looked at it then 
handed it to Tom. 


Over his shoulder, Sarah saw that it was a school photo of a 
freckle- faced girl with a huge smile and long brown 
mismatched pigtails, one starting just above her ear, the 
other at least two inches higher. 


“That’s last year’s,” Betty said softly. “They haven’t had 
picture day at school yet this year. Aileen is a head taller 
now and starting to look so grown up.” 


Tom stared intently at the picture in his hand for several 
moments then closed his eyes. They all waited, watching 
him expectantly. Beyond their group, Sarah was dimly aware 
of the murmur of voices, like bees buzzing around the sweet 
rotten apples beneath the trees. She prayed hard for Tom to 
see something helpful. 


But after a moment his eyes opened. He looked at the 
picture again and shook his head. “I’m sorry. | only get the 
same thing as before. She’s somewhere dark and tight and 
her leg hurts.” 


Betty let out a small cry and covered her mouth with a 
hand. 


Her husband wrapped his arm around her shoulders again. 
He gazed, narrow-eyed at Tom like he was a puzzle he 
couldn’t quite figure out. “You see that? You really see her?” 


Tom shook his head. “No. | feel what she’s feeling.” 


Sarah touched his arm. “The rocks. You said before that 
there were rocks.” She turned to the sheriff. “Is there 
someplace rocky around here, a well, a cave, a mine? 


Anyplace a person could get stuck.” 


Ziegler shook his head. “No mining ever done around these 
parts that I’m aware of, and I've lived here all of my life. No 
caves either so far as | know. ” 


“Could there be a boarded-over well?” Betty said. “We've 
been looking so hard in the forest we may be missing 
someplace else.” 


Sarah pictured rotten boards giving away under running feet 
and a little girl plunging thirty or forty feet down to the 
bottom. How could she survive it? 


“Do you have any of her possessions with you? ” she asked. 


“Here,” Aileen’s sister, Shirley held out a red cardigan. “This 
is hers. They let the dogs smell it yesterday before they 
went out. The deputy just gave it to me to take home.” 


She turned to her mother. “I read about this stuff in Amazing 
Stories, mom. Sometimes it really works.” 


Tom accepted the sweater, stroking his moon hand over the 
soft material. Again everyone in the little group went still, 
watching him. He glanced up at Betty’s harrowed face the n 
back down at the sweater. His jaw clenched and his brows 
furrowed in concentration. 


Sarah sensed his frustration and fear of not being able to 
help. She laid her hand over his on the sweater and looked 


into his eyes. “Don’t try so hard,” she whispered. “Relax and 
let it come to you like before.” 


He nodded, ran a tongue over his lips and breathed out 
slowly. Smoothing his hand over the sweater, he almost 
visibly relaxed, shoulders dropping and eyes partially 
closing. 


There were several long moments of silence. 


Sarah glanced around the orchard and saw Phil talking to an 
irate group of people whose arguing voices were growing 
steadily louder. She looked back at Tom just in time to see 
his face go slack, his eyes unfocussed and tracking back 
and forth like the y had been earlier. He was entering that 
eerie trance state. She wasn’t surprised when he suddenly 
began to speak. 


“She’s walking. ” His voice was low and level, no inflection 
disturbing the halting recitation. 


Sarah felt the hair on her arms prickle. 
“Finds a... a place and goes inside. It’s dark.” 
Sarah observed the others. All of them looked mesmerized. 


“She wants a flashlight. Excited. Wishes her friend Katie was 
with her...” 


“Ziegler! What the heck is going on? ” A loud voice broke 
the spell. The town barber, Aaron Avery, marched up to the 
sheriff and gestured at Tom. “What is he doing here?” 


“Damn it, Avery, ” Ziegler snapped. “Didn’t Phil tell all of 
you this man’s helping with the investigation? Back off and 
let him do his ... job.” 


“And what /s that? We’ve walked acres of that forest without 
sight nor sound of the girl. What does this freak know about 
where she’s at?” 


Other men and women had gathered behind Avery, drawn 
by curiosity and the desire to be part of the drama. 


“Where has he been all this time?” Mrs. Davidson called out. 
“Where’s he been hiding?” She gave Sarah a meaningful, 
hard-eyed look. 


“And why? ” another woman chimed in, “If he hasn’t done 
anything wrong, why’s he been skulking around instead of 
coming forward to face folks.” 


“Well, he’s facing folks now, isn’t he? And look how well 
that’s turning out,” 


Ziegler said dryly. “Look, | realize you all have a lot of 
questions and I'll explain everything later, but right now the 
important thing is using any means we can to find Aileen. ” 


“What means is that? Some hoo-doo nonsense?” Avery 
scoffed. 


“Back off, Avery, ” Glenn suddenly exploded. “It’s our 
daughter missing and if this guy can do anything at all to 
help, it’s worth a shot.” 


“It’s bull crap, is what it is,” Avery mumbled. 


Ziegler held up his hands and spoke loudly to the small mob 
that had gathered. “Like | said, all your concerns will be 
addressed later. We can even call a town meeting to discuss 
it if that'll satisfy everybody. But for now please give us 
some space here!” 


“What about the search?” A man said. “People were just 
getting ready to go back out again. Are you telling us to wait 
now?” 


“No, not at all. There’s no reason to stop what you all have 
already been doing. Phil, why don’t you send folks back out 
to their sections. You got more of those tags for marking off 
the areas that have been covered?” 


There was a flurry of activity as Phil and Jack got the people 
to disperse and the searchers to trek back out into the 
woods. 


Sarah watched Tom throughout the altercation. His hands 
lightly clenched the sweater and he seemed oblivious of the 
dispute and the commotion around him as he concentrated. 


“What do you see?” Betty asked, stepping close to him and 
looking into his scanning eyes. “Tell me.” 


He frowned then his eyes focused on her. “We need to start 
from your yard. | might be able to follow her.” His voice was 
suddenly sharply decisive. “She’s in a cave, not very deep. 

She went in to explore and it collapsed.” 


Tom turned to the sheriff and said with authority, “You need 
to line up some men and shovels to dig with. ” 


“Okay. But where?” 


“I don’t know yet, but it’s not where you have them looking. 


” 


Sarah was amazed at Tom’s confident tone. His shy 
demeanor had vanished and he was completely altered 
from the nearly mute man she had met only a week ago. 


She felt she was seeing the man he would have been given 
a normal life. 


Andrew Harper, who had been lingering and listening on the 
periphery of the group, spoke up, “Sheriff, | can get shovels 
from the hardware store and some guys to help.” 


“Good,” Ziegler nodded. “You do that. Get four or five men 
who can keep a level head and work hard and bring ‘em to 
the Brodbeck’s place, since it looks like that’s our starting 
point.” Sarah was surprised at his open- mindedness in 
accepting Tom’s input and acting on it. 


“Yes, sir.” Before he left, Andrew made quick eye contact 
with Sarah. She wondered what he was thinking. 


Betty put Shirley in charge of looking after her younger 
siblings. The teenager protested being left behind, but her 
mother was firm. Then the Brodbecks, Ziegler, Sarah and 
Tom walked through the rows of trees, squashing deadfall 
apples underfoot and releasing their fermented aroma. 


The Brodbecks’ property was on the east side of the orchard 
beyond which the forest sprawled. The search party had 
been focused on the forest because Aileen had said she 
would be hiking there, which wasn’t an uncommon pastime 
for the older children in the area. The kids all knew the rules 
and rarely went off trails and got lost. 


When they reached the edge of the Brodbecks’ back yard, 
Tom looked around, still gently kneading the sweater in his 
hands. His eyes scanned back and forth, taking in the lawn 
and trees and the field beyond. He pointed west. “That way. 


Betty frowned. “Are you sure? Aileen told me she was going 
to...” 


“That way, ” he said flatly. 


Tom strode along the property line west then angled off 
across the stubble of the harvested field toward the nearest 
county road. He walked quickly and soon the slower 
members of the group, Betty and the overweight sheriff, 
were hard-pressed to keep up, stumbling over the muddy 
furrows. 


After following the paved road for about a hundred yards, 
Tom abruptly veered off the road and down an 

embankment. A small creek flowed from beneath the culvert 
beneath the road. He followed the water’s course as it 
twisted and turned through dense undergrowth. The ground 
grew marshy underfoot and their shoes mud-caked, 
branches whipped their faces and briars caught at their 
clothes, but Tom was relentless in his course. 


Glenn kept up Tom’s rapid pace, staying right on his heels. 
Sarah lagged a little behind them, dodging branches and 
sidestepping the worst of the sucking mud. The others were 
several yards farther back. 


When the two men suddenly stopped Sarah plowed into 
Glenn’s back. They were facing the wall of a ravine through 
which the stream ran. A steep, tree-studded incline rose 
before them. The light sifting through the tree branches was 
green and dusky and the leafy carpet beneath them was 
thick, layers of fresh leaves piled on decayed leaf mold. 


Huge mossy rocks jutted out of the slope at random 
intervals. Lush ferns grew in the shadows of the trees. 


The others came panting up beside Sarah. 


“What?” the sheriff asked. 


“| don’t know, ” she answered. 


Tom stood clutching the red sweater and turning slowly like 
a weather vane signaling a change in the wind. 


The rest of them watched him, their breaths held as they 
listened, trying to catch the faintest sound of a young girl’s 
cry for help. 


Finally he stopped turning, raised his hand and pointed. 
“There.” 


They all walked over to the steep slope he had indicated. 
There was a ledge of rock thrusting out of the bank about 
three feet above the ground. Beneath the rock was a fall of 
rubble and dirt that could have been fresh or could have 
been lying undisturbed for years. 


There was nothing that would have drawn the eye to the 
spot or attracted the attention of anyone searching the 
area. 


Without a word Tom went to his knees in front of the pile 
and began throwing aside rocks and digging loose earth 
with his hands. After a moment’s pause, the others followed 
his lead. Sheriff Ziegler called Phil on his walkie-talkie and 
told him where to direct the digging crew. He told him to call 
Dr. Hunter and to get an ambulance to the county road. 


Sarah knelt down and dug next to Tom, scooping dirt and 
scraping her hands against the rocks. They dug for several 
minutes when from the corner of her eye she noticed that 
Tom had stopped. He was on his hands and knees, head 
bowed, struggling for breath. 


When he lifted his sweating face, there was a trickle of 
blood coming from his nose, running down to pool on his 


upper lip. He wiped it away with the back of his hand, 
smearing dirt and blood across his face. 


Sarah grasped his shoulder. “What’s the matter? Are you all 
right?” 


He gasped for air but nodded and resumed pawing at the 
earth. 


“What?” she said urgently. “What’s happening?” 


He looked at her and whispered, “She’s running out of air. 
We have to hurry. ” 


Sarah’s pulse raced and she redoubled her efforts. Already 
her hands were raw and aching from digging, but finding 
Aileen only to lose her was not an option. They must get to 
her in time. 


Betty called out a steady stream of encouragement. “Aileen, 
can you hear me? It’s mom. We're here, sweetheart. We'll 
get you out. Just hold on! ” 


Glenn simply dug with single- minded intensity, dirt flying 
from his fists like they were spades. 


It occurred to Sarah that they couldn’t dig with shovels even 
if they had them since they might break through and strike 
the girl. As they tunneled further under the outcropping of 
rock, there was not room for more than a few people to work 
shoulder to shoulder. The sheriff urged Betty to rest a 
moment and took her place, and soon Sarah too was 
bumped aside as the three men burrowed beneath the rock. 


She crawled out of the confined space and sat back, 
brushing dirt from her knees and flexing her stiff fingers, 


glad for the break. She sat next to Betty and held her hand 
as they watched the men move the earth to save Aileen. 


Sarah didn’t know how much time passed when she heard 
approaching voices and bodies crashing through the woods 
near the stream. Seconds later the clearing was filled with a 
half dozen men armed with shovels. 


The sheriff backed his bulk out of the chasm and stood to 
issue orders. Soon Andrew Harper, Mike Cunningham and 
Frank Seeber, the mechanic, were at the excavation, digging 
with their hands. A few more men with shovels moved the 
piles of dirt out of the way. The ambulance driver and Dr. 
Hunter stood waiting with a stretcher the men had brought 
in. 


Glenn and Tom collapsed, exhausted, near the women and 
watched anxiously as the newcomers worked. Several of the 
men had just begun to argue over whether to try to attack 
the cave- in with shovels or continue to tunnel with their 
hands when Andrew suddenly broke through into a pocket of 
space. 


He gave a muffled yell of surprise. “Hey!” 


There was the sound of a girl’s hysterical crying emanating 
from the dark hole. 


“Aileen! ” Betty jumped to her feet. Batting men out of her 
way, she fell to her knees in front of the man- made tunnel. 
Frank and Mike quickly crawled out and seconds later 
Andrew emerged. 


“She’s in there, but | can’t pull her out. Her leg’s trapped 
under something. ” 


Glenn took Andrew’s place, wiggling back into the gaping 
crevasse. 


The doctor called out, “Be careful. It could be broken. ” 


From there it was a one-person job. All the rest of them 
could do was wait. 


Tears streaming down her face, Betty called out 
encouragement to her daughter. 


“I’m here, honey. I’m here.” 
Sarah found her own cheeks were wet. 


When Glen finally emerged, dragging his daughter’s mud- 
coated body behind him, a collective cheer went up from 
the rescue party. Every inch of the girl was brown with mud. 
Aileen sobbed and clung to her mother, who hugged her 
tightly. 


Sarah imagined the horror of being buried alive for hours, 

not knowing if anyone would ever find your body, let alone 
get to you in time. She looked over at Tom and reached to 
take his hand. 


His face was dirt-streaked. Blood still dripped slowly from his 
nose, but when she touched him, he turned and smiled at 
her. 


The doctor examined Aileen’s dirt-covered leg and 
pronounced it crushed and probably fractured in numerous 
spots. He applied a makeshift splint before the ambulance 
driver and one of the other men carefully lifted her onto the 
stretcher. 


The girl let out a scream despite their attempts to handle 
her gently. 


Two of the strongest men hoisted the stretcher. A couple of 
others went ahead to hold back branches and clear a path 
for them along the stream. The Brodbecks walked behind 
the stretcher and the other men trailed after. In seconds the 
only people who remained in the ravine were Andrew, 
Ziegler, Sarah and Tom. 


The sheriff heaved a sigh as he watched the last of the men 
leave then he looked down at To m. “Good work, you saved 
her.” He nodded solemnly. 


Andrew also looked at Sarah and Tom, but his eyes settled 
on their clasped hands. 


He blinked then turned away, stooping to collect some of 
the abandoned shovels. “I guess l'Il...” He trailed off, 
indicating the path out with a wave of his hand. 


Ziegler clapped Andrew on the shoulder. “Thanks to you too, 
Harper, for organizing those guys.” 


“Glad to do it.” 


While Andrew and the sheriff talked, Sarah turned to Tom. 
“Are you all right? You look terrible.” 


“My head hurts a little,” he admitted 


Sarah had an idea that it hurt a lot more than “a little.’ The 
whites of his eyes were red and the parts of his skin not 
covered with ink were pale. At least his nose had stopped 
dripping blood. 


She rubbed his hand, not caring if the other men saw. “We'll 
get you home and you can have a nice hot bath and a 
couple of aspirin. You'll feel better. You did an amazing and 
wonderful thing today. ” 


He smiled slightly and looked away. 


“You did,” she insisted as if he had argued. “You were a 
hero.” 


“It won’t matter to them.” He nodded toward the path down 
which the men had departed. “They still won’t want me 
here.” 


Sarah would have argued, but the sheriff turned to them. 
“Are you coming?” 


Tom rose and reached down to pull Sarah to her fe et. Their 
dry, dirt-caked hands slid together. The warmth and life 
pulsing under his skin sent an erotic charge through her. 


Sarah realized that they had stood too long holding hands 
and gazing into each other’s eyes when Sheriff Ziegler 
cleared his throat. She turned away from Tom abruptly and 
saw both Andrew and Ziegler watching them. She headed 
for the path back to the road, too embarrassed to meet their 
eyes, although she knew she shouldn’t feel ashamed. 


And this was only beginning. There were going to be many 
more sidelong glances and disapproving eyes in her future. 


Walking alongside the stream, Sarah’s legs felt heavy and 
numb. Too much exertion and surging adrenaline had taken 
their toll. Looking up at Tom’s hunched shoulders and bowed 
head as he plodded along in front of her, she realized that 
however tired she was, his exhaustion was worse. She 
couldn’t imagine the effort of mind and will it had taken for 


him to tap into his elusive psychic powers and force them to 
work for him. 


When they reached the road, the ambulance and rescue 
crew had gone except for Mike. He leaned against the side 
of his car waiting for them. “Phil has gone to tell the 
searchers that Aileen’s been found and her parents rode to 
the hospital with her in the ambulance. | thought you all 
could use a ride back.” 


Sarah was grateful not to have to trek all the way to her car 
and uncomfortable having to share a ride with Andrew, who 
obviously had a crush on her and was aware of her 
connection with Tom. Ziegler hefted his bulk into the 
passenger seat next to Mike, forcing the other three 
together in the back seat. Sarah, sitting between Tom and 
Andrew, couldn’t have felt more awkward. 


Mike wasn’t one to hold back and his curiosity had been 
stewing all afternoon. “So, are you going to introduce us to 
your friend?” 


“Yes, of course. This is Tom. ” Sarah felt bizarre going 
through the social niceties in a clearly unusual situation. 
“Tom, these are my friends, Mike Cunningham and Andrew 
Harper.” 


There was a moment of dead air then irrepressible Mike 
started in again. “Do you want to tell us a little more, Sarah? 


She sighed. Now that the crisis with the missing child was 
over, everyone’s attention would turn toward Tom. People 
were going to want an explanation. Starting with her friends, 
she would have to tell his story over and over again. “The 
morning after the carnival left | found Tom in my loft. He had 
been Arthur Reed’s prisoner most of his life. 


I’ve given him a place to stay while he figures out what he 
wants to do next. That’s really all there is to it.” She was 
pleased. It was short, to the point and explained all the 
parts that other people needed to know. 


Mike looked at her in the rearview mirror. “How about all this 
mind stuff? What’s that about?” 


Even though the proof of Tom’s powers had been exhibited 
to all, down-to-earth Sarah felt silly as she said, “He—sees 
flashes of things about peoples’ lives. When he told me 
today that he’d seen Aileen trapped someplace. | took him 
to the sheriff, and you know the rest.” 


She was acutely aware of the two men on either side of her; 
Andrew sitting straight and listening intently to her story, 
Tom scrunched down in his seat, facing the window, his 
mind apparently a million miles away. 


Mike examined Tom in the rearview. “Can | ask why you 
didn’t tell Grace and me about this?” 


Sarah felt like snapping, ‘Because it was none of your 
business,’ but instead said, “I don’t know. ” 


Sheriff Ziegler, who had been uncharacteristically quiet, 
suddenly spoke up. “Well, this is a strange situation, but it 
appears that your friend here is in his right mind more or 
less, and no crimes have been committed, except maybe by 
that carnival fellow. If you want to press charges, | can call 
over to Hooperstown, or wherever he’s at now, and have 
him arrested.” 


“No.” Tom swung his head around from the window, and 
Sarah realized that he had been more aware of the 
conversation than he let on. “No. Let it go.” 


Ziegler half turned in his seat to look back at Tom. “Can | 
ask why? If everything you Say is true, I’d think you would 
want some justice.” 


“It doesn’t matter,” he said quietly. 


“Yes, it does,” Sarah argued. “Reed should pay for what he 
did. He should be in jail. 


Why wouldn’t you want to have him arrested?” 


Tom’s jaw tensed and released. He stared out the window 
again then finally looked back at the sheriff. “Other people 
depend on the carnival. It’s their lives. Without it ... 


without him ... they have no work, no place to go.” 


Sarah pictured the rest of the so-called freaks she had seen 
and the workers who operated games and rides. The 
carnival truly was a little society all of its own, and she 
understood Tom’s reluctance to destroy it. “But still, the 
man’s a monster. He shouldn’t be allowed to get away with 
everything he’s done.” 


“No,” Tom said firmly, looking at Ziegler. “I don’t want to 
press charges.” 


Everyone fell silent. A few minutes later Mike pulled in 
behind the other cars and pickups parked at the edge of the 
orchard. Sarah could see that many people were still milling 
around discussing everything that had happened. The last 
thing she wanted to do was field more questions. 


“Mike, will you give us a ride to my car? It’s at the sheriff's 
office,” she asked. 


“Sure thing. ” 


Andrew and Ziegler got out of the car. The sheriff leaned 
down and looked through the window at the pair of them in 
the back seat. “Call me if you have any trouble.” 


Sarah nodded. “Thank you. ” 
Mike drove on. 


When they reached Main Street and Sarah’s vehicle, she 
said, “Please tell Grace I’m sorry about keeping secrets. Tell 
her to come over soon and we can talk about everything, 
okay? ” 


Mike smiled. “Don’t worry, Red, we’re not mad at you, and if 
you need help with anything let us know. Like if Tom here 
needs a place to stay, he could come to our house for a little 
while.” 


“Thanks, Mike, and thanks for the ride.” Sarah understood 
his message. A single woman living alone with a man didn’t 
look good, even if the relationship was innocent. 


She was risking her reputation letting Tom stay at the farm, 
and that was a commodity that couldn’t be replaced once it 
was lost. 


* OK OOK OX 


When Sarah pulled her car into the driveway, Tom was 
sound asleep, hunched in his corner of the front seat. She 
hated to wake him and actually had trouble rousing him. 
She shook his shoulder and called his name. 


His long, black eyelashes fluttered open and he stared at 
her blankly for a moment. 


Then recognition flooded them and he smiled. “I thought, 
maybe I dreamed you. ” 


“Nope. I’m here. Flesh and blood.” She massaged his 
shoulder, leaving dirt marks on his shirt. She touched his 
cheek with her filthy fingers then leaned in and kissed his 
lips lightly. “I’m real. ” 


He sat up, wrapped an arm around her and hugged her 
close, nuzzling his lips into the curve of her neck. 


They cuddled and kissed for several minutes before Sarah 
finally pushed Tom away with a smile and climbed out of the 
Car. 


There was an old hand-pump in the side yard where they 
washed away the worst of the dirt. They stripped off almost 
all of their filthy clothes and rinsed their faces and arms 
before going into the house. 


In the bathroom Sarah set water running in the tub. She 
stripped off her underclothes, enjoying the way Tom’s eyes 
swept over her body, caressing her skin and telling her 
silently how beautiful he thought she was. 


She walked up to him, put an arm around his waist and ran 
the finger of her other hand along the waistband of his 
boxers. “We could take a bath together. Tub’s big enough. ” 
She hooked her finger into the elastic and started to pull his 
underwear down. 


Tom grabbed her wrist and frowned. 


“It’s okay. I’ve already seen it.” She leaned in and kissed his 
chest. “You have nothing to hide from me.” 


His frown deepened, but he let go of her hand. “When? ” 


She slipped her finger under the elastic and ran it back and 
forth against his waist. 


“This morning, while you were sleeping. You were naked. It 
was kind of hard not to look.” 


“You don’t mind it?” 


“No,” she said firmly. “I told you before, I think you’re 
beautiful.” She reached her hand down inside the boxers 
and caressed his long, hard shaft, felt the ridged veins 
beneath her hand. She slid his pants down over one hip with 
her free hand. 


“Everywhere.” 
She used both hands to tug down the boxers. “All of you. ” 
His cock sprang free and thrust out before him. 


“Every bit.” She dropped to her knees and pulled his pants 
the rest of the way to his ankles. 


He stepped out of them. 


She straightened so that her face was level with his crotch. 
“I want to show you, ” she glanced up and Tom was staring 
down with awestruck eyes. “How much | like it.” 


She wrapped one hand around his cock and held his thigh 
with the other to steady herself then opened her mouth and 
Slid it over the satiny head of his penis. She rolled her 
tongue all around it, testing, tasting the slightly salty flavor 
then swallowing him in more deeply. 


Tom emitted a loud gasp. 


| must be doing it right, she thought smugly as she sucked 
him harder and moved her encircling hand up and down his 
length. She worked him steadily, sucking and stroking, 
savoring the texture and taste of his flesh. She was aware of 
the sound of water splashing into the tub, the rising steam 
filling the small room and the hard floor, covered only by a 
thin mat, beneath her knees. 


She looked at the artwork on his groin and upper thighs; the 
green leaves of the Tree of Knowledge spreading from 
hipbone to hipbone, part of the foliage now hidden behind a 
dark thatch of pubic hair. Glancing to the right she could see 
Eve’s hand straining toward his testicles. Sarah reached 
underneath and cupped them herself, fondling his sac while 
he groaned and thrust into her mouth. 


She could get used to this sense of power, submissively 
kneeling at her lover’s feet, but controlling him with her 
hands and mouth. Sarah’s cheeks hollowed as she sucked 
him hard then she allowed most of his glistening length to 
Slip out of her lips. She teased the head, nibbling and 
kissing it. Sitting back on her heels, she let go of him 
completely and simply looked at his cock for a moment, the 
purple head and pulsing, veined shaft, wrapped all around in 
inky etchings of barbed wire. 


He thrust his hips forward, offering, begging her take him 
back in hand and he reached to touch her head, holding it in 
both hands and urging her toward him. 


Sarah smiled and reached out to delicately caress him with 
her fingers. 


Standing on trembling legs his cock vibrating toward her, 
Tom practically whimpered his need for more. 


She took pity on him. Once more she grasped him in her fist 
and enveloping him in her mouth resumed her rhythm, 
stroking and sucking. 


He groaned his relief. Then suddenly he grasped her head in 
both hands, straining into her mouth, his hips bucking, his 
dick hitting too far back in her throat and almost gagging 
her. He released with a strangled cry. 


She felt the warm come hit the back of her throat and 
swallowed reflexively. The taste was odd, comparable to 
nothing she could think of, but it wasn’t horrible and she 
swallowed it all down. Tom’s cry and his exhilaration made it 
palatable. 


She leaned back, wiping her hand across her lips, and 
looked up at his face, eyes screwed shut and mouth open 
and gasping. The feeling of smug pride surged through her 
again. She had done that. She had given him that ecstasy. 


Sarah stood and pulled him into her arms, holding him tight. 


They clung together until Sarah happened to glance past 
Tom’s shoulder and noticed the bath water creeping 
alarmingly high. She went to turn off the tap and release 
some liquid down the drain then stepped into the steaming 
hot water and held out her hand to Tom to join her. 


They reclined in the bath together as the water slowly 
cooled. 


Sarah lay between Tom’s legs, her back and head resting 
against his chest. The ends of her hair floated in dark red 
swirls across her bobbing breasts. 


Tom’s restless hands never stopped playing with her body. 
He coiled and uncoiled her hair around his fingers, hefted 


the weight of her breasts in his hands then setting them 
bobbing in the water. Then his hands slid down her belly to 
the apex of her thighs. He parted her with one hand and 
with his other toyed with her clit. Slowly, inexorably, he 
stroked and circled and brought her to orgasm as she had 
done for him. 


She arched against his hand, thrashing in the water, 
sending it sloshing over the edge of the bath. Afterward she 
collapsed against him with a contented sigh. 


He wrapped his arms around her body and held her. The 
colors on his wet arms looked like freshly applied ink. 


Absently, Sarah traced the figure of the angel. “This is really 
quite beautiful. Her expression is so serene.” 


“It’s my mother. | mean, the face is hers.” 


There was a very long pause and she could feel his chest 
rising and falling. 


“He loved her, | think.” 


Sarah felt cold despite the hot bath. The tattoo artist was 
more twisted than she had imagined. 


“Or at least he wanted to have her.” 


The room was so quiet only the drip from the faucet and the 
Slight splashes as they shifted in the water disturbed it. 


She stroked her hand over his arm. “Did he? Ever have 
her?” 


“Did he fuck her? No. | don’t think so.” 


She stiffened slightly at the word ‘fuck.’ It sounded so harsh 
and so casual when he said it. She wasn’t used to hearing 
profanity and despite all the things they’d done together, it 
shocked her. 


She laid her hand on top of the water and brushed her flat 
palm across the surface, trying to move it without disturbing 
the water. “How did she die?” 


He brought his palm up from beneath the water to press it 
against hers. “She was sick. She had a bad cold in her chest. 
Greta tried to fix her, but she died.” 


“Greta?” 


“The woman with the beard. She takes care of people when 
they’re sick.” 


“Your mother was that sick and no one took her to the 
doctor?” 


He shrugged. “I wasn’t there when she died. When she got 
really bad, he sent me to stay with Bernard. | didn’t get to 
see her again. He buried her wherever we were.” 


Sarah knew that ‘he’ meant Reed. She had never heard Tom 
refer to him by name, only with that magnified pronoun as if 
he were speaking about God—or Satan. 


“After that Greta and Julianne took our trailer and | slept in 
the back room of his.” 


She wondered if Reed had sexually abused him, but couldn’t 
form the words. If he wanted her to know, Tom would tell 
her. She laced her fingers through his, allowing him to draw 
her hand underwater until it disappeared beneath the 


rippled surface. “Do you still have a headache?” she asked 
instead. “I forgot to give you an aspirin.” 


“A little. Not so bad now. ” 


Twisting her head against his chest, she looked up at him. 
“My skin’s pruny and the water’s getting cold. Shall we get 
out now?” 


She pulled the drain plug and they stood, dripping, and 
wrapped themselves in towels. Sarah grabbed aspirin from 
the medicine cabinet and shook two onto her palm and gave 
them to Tom. 


“Why don’t you lie down for a while? I'll call you when 
Supper’s ready, ” she said, after they had both dressed in 
clean clothes. 


“| should...” 


“Rest. There’s nothing that can’t wait until after dinner.” She 
stood on her toes and kissed and hugged him. “You need it.” 


Tom’s face was pale and haggard and the fact that he didn’t 
argue further let her know how tired he was. He headed 
toward John’s room, not hers, which Sarah found interesting. 


She went downstairs to the kitchen where she faced a 
mound of wilted cabbage. She scraped the shreds into the 
compost bucket and began grating the rest of the head for 
Slaw to serve with supper. 


Although she too was exhausted from the stressful day, she 
knew that even if she lay down she wouldn’t be able to 
relax. So she moved around the kitchen, going through the 
familiar, homey tasks of slicing bread, peeling potatoes, 
breading pork chops. Keeping her hands occupied helped 


keep her mind off of bigger worries to an extent. But she 
couldn’t help dwelling a little on how the townsfolk were 
going to react to Tom living with her. She had grown to love 
her home here in Fairfield and hoped that people she 
considered friends would prove to be true friends to her. 


The meal was almost prepared, the kitchen rich with the 
smell of baking pork chops and apples, when Sarah heard a 
car coming up the drive. She turned the boiling potatoes off, 
wiped her hands on her apron and went to the front of the 
house, steeling her nerve to face whoever had come to see 
her. She was in little doubt as to what the subject up for 
discussion would be. 


Grace May cut the engine and climbed out of the Ford with a 
wave anda “Hey. ” 


Sarah lifted a hand. “Hi.” 
Grace climbed the steps. “Got time to talk?” 


Sarah gestured her to the porch swing. “Sure. Sit down. ” 
Grace sat beside her. “Let me guess what you want to talk 
about.” 


“Where is he?” 
“Upstairs sleeping. The search really wore him out.” 


“The whole thing is amazing. | didn’t believe in that kind of 
thing, but now...” Grace shook her head. “Unbelievable. And 
you hiding him here all these days. Hon, why didn’t you tell 
me? | didn’t know you could keep secrets so well. ” 


“I didn’t really mean to. | didn’t see you right away and then 
when I did you were with Mike and Andrew and ... | didn’t 
want to break Tom’s confidence. I’m sorry. ” 


Sarah wasn’t sure that was all of it, maybe there was also a 
certain excitement to having a secret lover, but she didn’t 
need to share that. 


“So, what’s he like? Mike said he’s not mentally slow, just 
quiet, and that he was kept some sort of prisoner at that 
carnival. ” 


“That’s right. He wasn’t always physically locked up, but 

Reed made him believe he had no place else he could go. 
Look at him, it’s true. That man made him so he couldn’t 
possibly fit in anyplace except a carnival. ” 


Now that Grace had opened her up, the thoughts Sarah had 
kept to herself all week spilled out. “He kept him from living 
a normal childhood, didn’t teach him anything or allow him 
to interact with other people.” Except in ways which she 
would not tell Grace about. “When | discovered him in the 
barn last week, he barely spoke. Not because he isn’t 
capable, but because he is so unused to talking with 
people.” 


Grace rocked the swing gently with her heels. “Poor guy. 
What about his family?” 


“His mother worked in the carnival and when she died Reed 
took control of him. 


Tom was only eight.” 
“That’s awful. ” Grace shook her head. 


“There’s really no place for him to go and he’s been very 
helpful around the farm. 


It’s been good having him here.” 


Grace stopped rocking and turned to face her. “But you 
can’t keep him here. | mean, he’s not some stray dog 
you've taken in. What will people think?” 


“I don’t care what they think.” Sarah heard the petulance in 
her voice and didn’t care about that either. Why should she 
have to worry about people’s opinions? Hadn’t she been 
through enough heartache? Didn’t she deserve some 
happiness? 


Grace frowned. “Well, you’d better care. /understand that 
you're simply being kind and helping this poor soul out, but 
it might not look so innocent to others. And, honestly Sarah, 
you haven't really seen the bad side of the people in this 
community yet. Some of them can be very narrow- minded 
and ... harsh. ” 


Sarah remained silent. The steady rasp of cicadas in the 
trees seemed louder than ever. 


“Maybe you should consider Mike’s offer and let Tom stay at 
our house for a while. 


We could bunk him down in the old tool shed. It’s watertight 
and | could set up a cot for him.” 


“Thank you, but I’m happy with things the way they are. | 
have plenty of room here, and like | said, Tom’s very helpful 
in doing odd jobs for me.” She toyed with the unraveling 
hem of her apron. 


“You have been lonely. | Knew it. Yo u like having someone 
around.” There was a pause then Grace’s eyes widened. “Oh 
my gosh! Are you...? Do you ... like him? | mean, are you 
interested in him ... that way?” 


Sarah looked off across the yard at the garden. She could 
have protested, but she was such a bad liar and besides she 
didn’t want to lie. 


Grace’s hand crept to cover her mouth. “You haven't... 
Have you? ” 


“Yes,” Sarah said flatly, staring her right in the eyes. 
“Sarah, ” Grace gasped. 


“Why not? I’m an adult and it’s my business. Besides, aren’t 
you the one who has been encouraging me to start living 
again?” 


“Yes, but... Sarah! ” 


“Don’t be such a prude,” she said lightly, trying to cover her 
growing fear. Would Grace find her behavior so 
unacceptable that she would lose her friendship? 


“I’m not a prude. It’s not the,” Grace whispered, “sex. It’s 
who you did it with. How could you? | mean...” Her tone 
changed from shocked to curious. “How was it? Was it 


... different?” 


Sarah bit her lip, ashamed to be gossiping but feeling the 
strong urge to tell. “Yes,” 


She confided. “He’s nothing like John. Nothing like him at 
all.” 


“Really? What was different? Did he...?” Grace waved a 
hand as though erasing a chalkboard. “Oh, forget it. | 
shouldn’t be asking this. But,” again her voice lowered, “is 
he tattooed everywhere?” 


Sarah knew it was wrong to talk about him like this, but her 
inner schoolgirl took over and she nodded, eager to share 
details. “He’s beautiful ... like a stained glass window. And 
he’s really good with his ... mouth. ” She raised an eyebrow, 
giving Grace a significant look. 


Her friend gasped and giggled. “But isn’t it weird? Touching 
him?” 


“Skin is skin, Grace,” Sarah chided. “The tattoos are only on 
the surface, you know. 


He’s aman.” A sexy, vulnerable, intense, attractive, 
responsible, sweet, gentle and loving man. 


Grace blew out a long breath and leaned back in the swing 
rocking it slightly. 


“Heavens to Betsy, you are full of surprises. | don’t even 
know what to Say. ” 


Sarah smiled and leaned back next to her. “Then don’t say 
anything. Really, Grace, there’s nothing you and Mike need 
to do about this. I’m a grown woman and it’s my decision. 
As my friends, all | ask you to do is support me and be my 
friends.” 


Looking over at her, Grace said in a matter-of-fact tone, 
“Have you been careful? 


The last thing you want to do is accidentally get pregnant.” 


Sarah blushed, knowing that her precautions were 
inadequate. “Pretty careful.” Her period was due any day 
now and she would soon find out if they had been careful 
enough. A sudden stab of fear shot through her. 


“Well, listen. | Know Rev. Brighton says abstinence is the 
only godly way to keep from having babies, but Mike and | 
use other protection. We aren’t ready to start a family yet 
and God created the man who invented condoms didn’t he? 
So if you need some l'Il drop some by. Obviously you can’t 
go to the Village Pharmacy. Ed Reinholdt would spread it 
around town quicker than you can say jabberwocky. ” 


Sarah leaned over and impulsively hugged her. “Oh Grace, | 
thought you were going to hate me now or something. 
Thanks.” 


Grace hugged back. “I won’t preach, but it doesn’t mean 
that | agree with what you’re doing, and, sweetie, you have 
to know that this is not going to fly with people around here. 
You'd better expect some rough weather ahead.” 


Chapter Seven 


Grace was right. 


There was a lull, which included all of that quiet evening, a 
peaceful night sleeping in one another’s arms and the bright 
Sunday morning then the first rumblings of thunder broke 
their peace. 


Sarah and Tom took a break after lunch, sitting on the front 
porch, drinking coffee and discussing what needed to be 
done that afternoon, when an approaching car engine 
signaled the end of the calm. 


A shiny black Hudson pulled into view. It took Sarah a 
moment to place it as the minister’s car. She hadn’t seen or 
talked to Rev. Brighton much since John’s funeral. 


They had exchanged polite greetings at social occasions, 
when he reminded her that everybody missed her at church, 
but had not gone out of his way to try to shepherd her back 
into the fold. Today he and his wife Barbara got out of the 
car and approached with pleasant smiles frozen on their 
faces. 


Sarah glanced at Tom, perched on the edge of the porch 
swing as if ready to disappear inside the house. “You're 
going to have to meet people. Might as well start with the 
pastor.” 


He looked at her, nodded and relaxed slightly. 


“Sarah, how are you? ” Mrs. Brighton ascended the steps. 
Her smile was turned on Sarah like a floodlight, but her eyes 
darted glances at Tom. She looked wary, as if he were a dog 


that might suddenly jump up and bite her. “I’ve been so 
remiss in stopping by to visit you. ” 


Sarah rose and extended a hand, manufacturing her own 
smile. “Well, | haven’t been too social. There always seems 
to be so much to do around here.” 


Rev. Brighton clasped her hand in his firm grip. “I’m afraid | 
haven't tended to my pastoral duties as well as | might. | 
apologize for that.” He turned to face Tom, who had also 
risen from his seat. “I thought perhaps your friend here 
might be able to use the church’s aid.” 


His words put Sarah a little at ease. Maybe the reverend and 
his wife were actually going to be helpful. Nevertheless, she 
didn’t want to invite them inside where they might be 
harder to get rid of if the conversation grew strained She 
gestured them toward the pair of rattan chairs on the other 
side of the porch. “Won’t you sit down and let me get you a 
cup of coffee? This is Tom, by the way. Tom, this is Rev. and 
Mrs. Brighton. Rev. 


Brighton is the pastor of the Methodist church. ” 


Tom inclined his head slightly, but the minister stuck out his 
hand. After a second Tom took it carefully. 


The reverend pumped his hand several times before letting 
go. “Pleased to meet you. ” 


After seating their guests, Sarah went to get coffee while 
Tom brought out a couple of kitchen cha irs to place across 
from the Brightons. Soon the four of them sat in a circle 
struggling to make polite conversation and sipping coffee to 
fill in the awkward gaps. 


“Little Aileen is all right,” the reverend said. “She had to go 
to the hospital and have her leg set in a cast, but other than 
that she’s fine and should be back home by this afternoon. 
The Brodbecks asked me to pass along their thanks to you. 
They plan to come and thank you personally soon. ” He 
paused then added, “But let me be blunt. Rumors are 
running rampant in the congregation and | wanted to get 
the story from the proverbial horse’s mouth about Tom and 
the rescue yesterday. ” 


Drawing a breath, Sarah launched into her thumbnail sketch 
of Tom’s life at the carnival, their meeting and his psychic 
gift, which led to Aileen’s discovery. 


Mrs. Brighton looked increasingly uncomfortable as the 
story unfolded, but the minister seemed intrigued. “Do you 
believe your visions are a gift from God?” 


Tom blinked. “I don’t know. ” 
“Do you consider yourself a Christian? ” 
Tom darted an appealing glance at Sarah. 


“Reverend, | don’t think he received any religious education. 
| don’t think he can answer that.” 


“Fascinating.” Brighton observed Tom like a pet, which had 
suddenly begun to speak. 


“Sarah, ” Mrs. Brighton set her cup on its saucer with a 
quiet click, “while | admire your Christian charity, I’m 
concerned about you putting your reputation at risk living 
with a single man in your home. Perhaps the church can find 
a place for Tom to stay and maybe a janitorial job 
somewhere in the community.” 


“Barbara’s right. I’m afraid some of the gossips are already 
having a field day with this. It probably would be best if we 
hosted him at the parsonage until we can find other 
accommodations.” 


Mrs. Brighton looked at her husband sharply, obviously 
taken aback. “I was thinking of Linus Taylor putting him up 
for awhile. He’s single and lives in that big house alone.” 


Sarah said smoothly. “Tom is proving very helpful around the 
farm. | don’t mind having him here. I’m sure we don’t need 
to put Mr. Taylor to any trouble, or you either, for that 
matter.” 


“Yes, but dear, this is really not the solution, ” Mrs. Brighton 
pressed. “If you want to hire ... this man as a handyman, 
that’s one thing, but he can’t continue to live here. It’s not 
seemly.” 


The reverend nodded. “Your moral character will come 
under fire, no matter how innocent your intentions.” 


“I understand that,” Sarah said. “I’m willing to take the 
chance.” 


The pair of them seemed nonplussed and remained silent 
for a moment the n the reverend tried a new tack. “Perhaps 
we should let Tom have some input on his future.” 


He turned his gaze on Tom, who had remained nearly silent 
throughout the conversation. 


“What are your plans for the future? Do you know what kind 
of work you'd like to do? 


Do you plan to stay around Fairfield or will you be moving 
on? ” 


Once more Tom glanced at Sarah, but she wouldn’t answer 
for him this time. She realized she had done far too much 
speaking on his behalf and wanted to hear how he would 
answer the minister’s questions. 


“I want to stay here,” he finally said very quietly. “I like 
working on the farm.” 


“You do understand that your living in this house is very 
damaging to Sarah’s reputation, don’t you? ” Brighton said. 
“Would you be willing to have me find someplace else for 
you to stay? ” 


Tom dropped his eyes to his clasped hands a moment then 
looked back up. “I don’t want to make trouble for her. Would 
it be all right if | stayed in the barn? ” 


“I’m afraid that won’t stop people talking.” 


Sarah spoke up. “Really, Reverend, | appreciate your 
concern, but as | said, I’m happy with the arrangement we 
have here. People who choose to gossip about it are already 
doing so, and | don’t know if moving Tom somewhere else is 
going to stop them. ” 


“Well,” Brighton exhaled loudly, “I can’t force you to change 
your mind, but just in case you do l'Il talk to Linus Taylor and 
see if he’d be willing to help out.” 


With their coffee finished and nothing more to discuss, the 
Brightons rose to leave. 


Again the minister shook Tom’s hand and his wife avoided it. 


But before Mrs. Brighton walked away, Tom looked at her 
intently and suddenly froze. It was only a second. Neither of 


the Brightons noticed, but Sarah saw and she wondered if 
Tom had read something about Barbara Brighton’s life. 


The Hudson’s wheels churned up gravel and dust and the 
red taillights disappeared. 


Sarah turned to Tom. “What did you see about her?” 
He shook his head. “It’s her business.” 


Of course that piqued Sarah’s curiosity even more, but she 
dropped it and slipped her arms through his, wrapping them 
around his waist. “Don’t mind what they said. You don’t 
have to move out. The kind of people who gossip aren’t 
ones | care about anyway. ” 


He held her with one hand on the small of her back and 
stroked her hair away from her face with the other. He 
scanned her features as though memorizing her. “People 
can make things hard. If they’re angry enough, they could 
even hurt you. | should go.” 


She stood on tiptoes and covered his mouth with hers, 
kissing him hard and deep before pulling away. “No. If you 
think I’m doing you a favor letting you live here, you’re 
wrong. I’m being purely selfish. | want you here. I haven’t 
been this happy since before my husband died and | am not 
going to lose you. ” 


He gave her a sheepish, adorable little half-smile and 
hugged her tight, leaning down to bury his face in the crook 
of her neck. 


* OK OK * 


They spent most of Sunday afternoon in the garden digging 
up potatoes and removing stripped corn stalks and cabbage 


stumps. At the end of their work they were filthy and 
sweaty. Sarah suggested a swim in the pond even though 
the day was chilly. 


She loaded a picnic hamper and they walked across the 
field. 


At the pond’s edge they both stripped unselfconsciously and 
swam naked in the cold water. They raced the length of the 
pond then circled each other, drawing closer and closer until 
they bobbed in the water face to face. Paddling to keep 
afloat, hazel eyes stared into blue, until finally Sarah broke, 
entwining her arms around Tom’s neck. 


He cupped his ha nds under her bottom and pulled her close 
against him. 


She squeezed her legs around his waist and kissed his wet 
lips, tasting pond water. 


The skin of his back was smooth and slippery beneath her 
hands. Cool water lapped her body, sending shivers through 
her. 


Tom’s tongue dipped delicately between her lips. 
She touched it lightly with her own. 


Then their mouths fused together hungrily and they didn’t 
pull apart until both were breathless. 


Sarah looked into Tom’s eyes. They reflected the sunlight 
like a pris m making a thousand shades of blue. Her heart 
seized in her chest and words she wanted to say froze in her 
throat. / ove you. She leaned down and kissed him again. 


He waded out of the pond, carrying her. They dried off with 
towels then spread them on the ground. 


Tom lay on his back and Sarah straddled him, looking down 
at his rainbow face and not even seeing the markings 
anymore but only the features beneath them. She leaned 
down to kiss him, her crotch brushing against his hard cock, 
generating delightful tingles. 


There was a rustling in the bushes across the pond followed 
by a titter of suppressed laughter. 


Sarah’s head snapped up and her hands leaped to cover her 
breasts. 


Sounds of muffled voices and running feet came from the 
stand of trees. 


She scrambled off of Tom, grabbed his shirt that lay nearby 
and held it to her chest. 


Tom sat up and wrapped one of the towels around his waist. 


By the time they were covered and standing, the sounds 
from the woods had faded. 


“Damn!” Sarah burst out. “Damn, damn, damn.” She had 
been so stupid and careless to use this pond like it was a 
private swimming pool when she knew that local kids 
sometimes came for a dip. She had thought the day was too 
cool and it was too late in the year to expect anyone else to 
be there. She kicked the picnic hamper, knocking it over and 
spilling ham sandwiches into the dirt. “Damn!” 


The ramifications hit her and her stomach twisted. Kids 
would tell other kids and eventually an adult and soon the 
whole community would know. It would no longer be an 


unfounded rumor that the Cassidy widow had taken the 
tattooed man from the carnival as her lover. 


Tom crouched to pick up the sandwiches. He righted the 
basket and looked up at her with anxious eyes. “I’m sorry. ” 


“No. It’s all right,” she assured him, dropping to her knees 
to help. “I want people to know about us. | do ... just not like 
this and not so soon.” She picked up a sandwich and 
brushed dust off the waxed paper. “But it'll be okay. People 
will get used to it. They have to.” 


x OK OK x 


Monday mid-afternoon Grace pulled into Sarah’s driveway 
again. She was out of the car before Sarah clipped the last 
clothespin to the flapping sheet on the line and walked 
toward her. 


“Is it true?” Grace asked, then shook her head without 
waiting for an answer. “How could you be so careless? The 
Weiderman boys from Bangs Hollow told all the kids at 
school. The kids who weren’t afraid of having their mouths 
washed out with soap told their parents and now everyone 
knows.” 


Sarah closed her eyes and exhaled. Less than a day and the 
gossip had spread through the community like wildfire. She 
had expected it, but having her expectations turn into fact 
was a hard slap in the face. She had been fooling herself 
thinking people would take this affair lightly. 


Tom came out of the barn balancing a ladder on his shoulder 
and stopped when he saw Grace. He set down the ladder 
and came when Sarah beckoned him over. 


“Tom, this is Grace. 


“Hello.” Grace cocked her head slightly regarding Tom then 
held out her hand to shake his. 


He took her hand and shook it the way the minister had 
done his yesterday, a vigorous three pumps. 


Sarah was struck by the fact that he was learning social 
behavior as he went along, mimicking what other people did 
since he had no reference for manners. He had torn into his 
food like an animal when he first arrived and now held his 
utensils properly following her example. His resiliency in re- 
Shaping himself after years of stunted living was 
remarkable. 


Grace’s dimple flashed in her round cheek as Tom gravely 
shook her hand and Sarah knew he had won her over. “All 
right,” Grace said, turning her attention to Sarah. “I’m not 
here to scold but you’d better know it’s going to be like the 
Antarctic or Hell next time you go to town. People are either 
going to give you the silent treatment or tear into you. ” She 
added reassuringly, “Not everyone. There are some who 
think the whole thing is none of their business.” 


“But you can count them on one hand, right?” Sarah said. 


Grace shrugged. “Anyway, | can’t stop long. I’m running an 
errand over in Hooperstown but | wanted to let you know 
what’s going on. ” She patted her purse. “Also | have what 
we talked about the other day. ” 


“Oh. ” Sarah looked at Tom, “Could | talk to Grace alone for 
a moment?” 


He nodded and bowed his head toward Grace. “Nice to meet 
you. ” He offered her a small smile before walking back 
toward the ladder. 


Grace watched him walk away then raised her eyebrows at 
Sarah. “Wow. Sweet smile, amazing eyes, | get it.” She 
reached in her purse and handed Sarah a small box. 


“Directions are inside if you’ve never used them before.” 
Her always pink cheeks were bright red. 


“Thank you. ” Sarah accepted the condoms, her own face 
flushing and put the box in her apron pocket. 


After Grace drove away, Tom set the ladder against the 
eaves at the side of the house where there was some repair 
work to be done then came over to Sarah. “It sounds like 
there’s going to be trouble. | didn’t mean to make things so 
hard for you. Maybe | should leave now, move on before it 
gets worse.” 


Sarah shook her head. “So people know the truth now. We'll 
simply have to face up to it and wait for the gossips to get 
bored talking about it and turn their attention to something 
new. ” She made her voice sound confident but inside she 
knew that it would not be so easy. The villagers might not 
come marching in with pitchforks to drive Tom off and brand 
her with a scarlet A, but it could be very unpleasant being 
stared at and ridiculed. Tom had suffered enough of both in 
his life. She wished she could spare him that. 


* OK OK OX 


That evening, after a dinner of corned beef, new potatoes 
and cabbage, they had chocolate cake for dessert. 


Tom’s eyes half closed in pleasure as he ate a mouthful of 
dark cake and rich butter frosting. “I’ve never eaten 
anything like this.” 


“Never? Then have a second piece.” Sarah thought of all the 
things she would like to cook or bake for him. In her mind 
she prepared meals for him for the next fifty years. 


Afterward, in the living room, Tom worked on his lesson. In 
addition to slowly reading lines from one of John’s childhood 
books, he could print all the letters of the alphabet and 
string some together into simple words. He practiced both 
reading and writing for a little over an hour then relaxed and 
listened to Sarah read aloud from Tom Sawyer. 


She was at the pivotal part where Injun Joe chases the 
children through the caves when suddenly a loud crash 
came from the front of the house. Sarah’s heart pounded as 
she leaped up. 


In the front hall there was a brick on the floor in a pool of 
broken glass. A breeze blew through a jagged hole in the 
window beside the door. A car engine roared, tires sprayed 
gravel, but when Sarah jerked the door open, the attacker 
was already gone. She turned on the porch light and 
stepped outside, Tom right behind her. There was nothing to 
see in the yard now. The damage was done. The message 
delivered. 


Then she saw a glimmer of white on the side of the barn 
facing the house. The circle of the porch light didn’t extend 
far enough for her to see what it was so she got a flashlight. 
She played the light over the barn and read the message 
that had been left for her. 


“Freak’s Hoar” it proclaimed in straggling white letters 
about the height of a man. 


She gasped then her jaw tightened in controlled rage. 


“What? What does it say?” Tom was at her side, eyes 
scanning the letters, mouth slightly moving trying to sound 
them out. 


“Nothing.” She took his arm. “Just stupid, small- minded 
nonsense. It’s nothing.” 


His eyes darted back and forth between her face and the 
barn. “No. Tell me. Please.” 


She shook her head. “I don’t want to Say it. It’s a stupid 
insult, that’s all. And it’s spelled wrong. ” She tugged on his 
arm. “Come on. Let’s cover the window and clean up the 
glass.” 


Inside Sarah crunched across broken shards to get a broom 
and dustpan. 


Tom cut a piece of cardboard from a box to temporarily seal 
the window. 


They worked silently cleaning up. 


When Tom was finished, he hefted the brick in his hand, 
turning it over and over, feeling the texture. “I’m going to 
check on the animals.” 


“Don’t. I’m sure they're fine. Stay inside.” 


“I'll be right back.” He picked up the flashlight from the hall 
table and went out without another word. 


Sarah stood on the front porch and watched anxiously as he 
crossed the yard, opened the door next to those awful, 
dripping letters and disappeared into the yawning black 
mouth of the barn. Her pulse, which had finally slowed, 
speeded up again until she saw the light come pouring out 


of the barn door in a yellow rectangle on the ground. Sarah 
wrapped her arms around herself, shivering in the cool air 
and waited for him to reappear. 


It seemed to take forever, but finally the light clicked off and 
his dark shape appeared in the door again. He secured it 
then walked back to her. 


“Is everything okay? ” 


He nodded, stopping on the bottom step and looking up with 
pained eyes. “But this all happened because of me. I’m 
sorry. | should never have come here.” 


She reached for his hand, pulling him up the steps and into 
her arms. She hugged him tight and spoke against his chest. 
“Don’t say that! | told you how | feel. I’m glad you came to 
me and I’m not afraid of facing these people. We just have 
to be strong and fight our way through this.” 


His whispered against her hair. “I don’t belong here. They 
know it.” 


“Yes you do. You do belong here.” She took his face in her 
hands and looked him in the eyes. “You belong with me.” 


Holding his hand, she led him inside the house and up the 
stairs to her bedroom. 


She took him into her arms then deep inside her body and 
held him until he shook with ecstasy and spent himself 
inside her. 


* OK OOK OX 


The next morning Sarah announced that they were going to 
town. 


“I’m not going to wait for people to whip themselves into a 
frenzy gossiping about us. We’re going to do the regular 
shopping errands and we're going to do them together. 


Let people know we're not hiding out here.” 


Tom poked his fork listlessly at his eggs. His plate had been 
in front of him for five minutes and was still full indicating 
the level of his distress. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” 


Sarah tapped her finger against the side of her coffee cup 
and considered. Maybe she was being impulsive. Forcing 
people to acknowledge them might only stir the pot more. 


But she thought of the white letters on the side of her red 
barn and got angry all over again. “We need a sheet of glass 
for the window from the hardware store anyway. ” 


Two hours later they pulled up in front of McNulty’s and got 
out. Only a few people were on the sidewalk, but more were 
behind each shop window on Main Street. Sarah was aware 
of eyes watching as she opened the trunk. Tom lifted out the 
window frame from which he had removed the broken glass 
and carried it into the hardware store. 


Andrew was working. Sarah steeled herself for a 
disapproving look, but his face remained polite and neutral. 


He put down the package of lures he was hanging ona 
display rack and came to help them. 


“Hi, Andrew. ” Sarah forced a smile. “Can you replace the 
glass in this frame?” 


“Sure thing. ” Andrew took the wood frame from Tom. For a 
second their eyes met and held, then they both looked 
away. 


“If | do some grocery shopping and a couple of other 
errands, could I pick it up after?” 


“Mm. That’s pushing it. | won’t be able to do it before later 
this afternoon. ” 


“All right. l'Il probably check back tomorrow then.” 

The three of them stood awkwardly silent for a moment. 
Sarah’s arms were folded. 

Tom stared at the floor with his hands in his pockets. 
Andrew clutched the window frame. 


“Have you heard how Aileen is doing?” Sarah asked, 
although Reverend Brighton had already filled her in. 


“All right now. Leg’s in a cast, but she’s okay. ” Andrew’s 
eyes slid to Tom. “That was an amazing thing you did. You 
saved the kid’s life, you know. ” 


Tom’s shoulders were hunched. He glanced up and 
mumbled, “You dug her out.” 


“Well, everybody played a part. I’m just glad she’s safe,” 
Sarah said briskly, ready to leave. “Thanks for taking care of 
that glass. | appreciate it.” She moved toward the door and 
Tom followed. 


“Sarah, wait,” Andrew said. “Can | talk to you alone for a 
minute?” 


“Um, sure. | guess so.” She nodded at Tom. 


He flicked a glance at Andrew before walking outside. 


After the door had closed behind him, Andrew said, “I just 
thought you should know, some kids have spread a pretty 
nasty rumor about you and this guy. ” He looked at her 
searchingly, begging her to deny it. 


Her pulse raced and her throat constricted as she knew she 
would hurt him with her words. “It’s true. It’s not a rumor. 
I’m sorry, Andrew. ” 


“L... | see.” He looked away then back at her. “I thought you 
said you weren’t ready to ... Never mind.” He turned away, 
still clutching her empty window frame. “I'll take care of this 
window. It’ll be ready for you to pick up tomorrow. ” He 
walked away from her toward the back of the store. 


Sarah opened her mouth then closed it. There was nothing 
she could say or do to make him feel better. It would 
probably be best if she left him alone. 


It wasn’t until she was outside the store that she realized 
she had forgotten to buy red paint to cover the hate 
message on the barn, but she couldn’t bring herself to go 
back inside. 


Tom sat waiting in the Plymouth. A few people lingered on 
the sidewalk at a discreet distance, pretending to look in 
store windows, but actually trying to catch a glimpse of him 
through the windshield. 


Sarah strode to the driver’s side and got in. She darted a 
glance at Tom to gauge his level of tension. 


His hands were clenched in his lap, but his face was calm. 


“Groceries next,” she announced before he could ask her 
what Andrew had wanted. 


* OK OOK OX 


Entering the grocery store, Sarah picked up a shopping 
basket and headed down the housewares aisle, Tom right 
beside her. She selected a few necessary items, laundry 
detergent, sponges, scouring pads, and tried to ignore the 
sudden silence that had fallen the moment she and Tom 
entered the store. 


The storekeeper’s conversation with Esther Blanch paused 
and the two ladies, as well as several other customers in the 
store, stared at the oddity of Tom. Then Mrs. 


Davidson whispered something to Mrs. Blanch, set he r mug 
of coffee down with a decided thump and came out from 
behind the counter. 


If Andrew was polite and forgiving, Mrs. Davidson more than 
made up for it with her baleful glare and icy words. “Mrs. 
Cassidy, can | help you find anything? ” 


“Yes.” Sarah tried to pretend that this was a normal day. She 
kept her voice friendly and respectful even though she 
would have loved to wipe that scornful expression off the 
old busybody’s face with a punch to her upturned nose. “| 
wondered if you could order more Yardley’s soap for me. I’ve 
run out.” 


Mrs. Davidson folded her arms. “I don’t place special orders 
any more. Maybe you should drive over to Camden or 
Hooperstown for it. Perhaps you should buy all of your 
groceries there. | understand that the Camden Shopping 
Center has expanded. They might have more of what you 
need.” 


Sarah knew the woman couldn’t refuse to serve her. Or 
maybe she could. The store did belong to the Davidsons. 


Sarah decided to pretend she didn’t understand the implied 
message. “No. That’s all right. | prefer to shop locally. | can 

live without any special orders,” she said pleasantly, taking 
a package of toilet paper from the shelf. 


For a moment the storekeeper looked like she would push 
the confrontation, but instead she gave Tom one last 
contemptuous stare then sniffed and turned away. 


A quiet hum of conversation resumed all around them, but 
the voices sounded strained and hushed. Sarah looked at 
Tom and smiled, but he didn’t smile back. His expression 
was blank and withdrawn. 


When Sarah brought her purchases to the counter, there 
was none of the usual chatter and gossip. Mrs. Davidson 
tallied each item and dropped it into a paper sack like it was 
an affront to have touched something Sarah’s hand had 
touched. “Twenty-four dollars and thirty-eight cents,” she 
Snapped. 


Sarah took the money from her purse and paid. Tom lifted 
the two heavy sacks and she held the door while he carried 
them out. Before the door closed behind them Sarah could 
hear the buzz of women’s voices grow loud and angry as a 
hive of disturbed bees. 


She caught the words ‘perversion of nature’ and her blood 
boiled. 


The brief encounters at the hardware and grocery had left 
Sarah feeling emotionally drained. Holding your head high 
while people whispered and stared was much harder than 
she had imagined it would be. But she was determined to 
run all of the errands for which she had come to town. 


At the feed and farm supply a few workers came out from 
the back to catch a glimpse of Tom as he hefted a sack of 
grain on his shoulder and carried it to the car. 


In the post office she got the fish eye from postmaster 
Warren Duggan. 


But at the library Agnes Chapman, sitting behind the 
circulation desk, surprised Sarah. After a quick glance to see 
who had entered her domain, the old woman turned her 
attention back to her work and didn’t look at them again as 
they walked through the quiet stacks making selections. 


Sarah thought maybe she hadn't been able to see them too 
clearly through her thick glasses. 


When they brought their books to her, Agnes studied 
Sarah’s library card as usual and stamped each book. Then 
she looked up at Tom and asked, “Would you like to apply 
for a library card, young man? ” 


He looked startled to be spoken to. “Um, no thank you. ” 


She pushed the young reader books across the counter 
toward him. “Be careful with them. Don’t bend the corners 
and never lay an open book face down. It breaks the spine. 


Also, wash your hands before reading so you don’t dirty the 
pages.” 


“Yes, ma'am, ” he said, handling the pile of books as if they 
were sacred. 


Agnes nodded approvingly. Before she looked back down at 
her file tray she met Sarah’s eyes for a brief moment and 
nearly smiled. 


Sarah was more shocked by Agnes Chapman’s unexpected 
kindness than she had been by Mrs. Davidson’s rudeness. It 
gave her hope. As they walked out the library door and 
down the stone steps, she took Tom’s free hand in hers and 
held it. “See. It will be all right.” 


He looked down into her face, gazing longingly at her lips as 
if he’d like to kiss her right there. 


She was tempted to lean into him and let him, but the eyes 
of the town were upon them, whether seen or unseen, and 
today was not the day for a public kiss. 


They crossed the street to where she had parked the car. 
The old men who gathered on the benches in front of the 
courthouse every day to socialize were in their regular 
spots, but they were joined by several younger men. Sarah 
recognized most of the men loitering near her car. There 
was Aaron Avery, the barber, talking to Wendell McCoy, the 
Baptist minister, and a couple of men who looked like they 
were fresh from the barber’s chair. Standing in another 
group were a couple of local farmers and handyman Dick 
Roberts already sipping from his hip flask at 11:30 ona 
Tuesday morning. 


Sarah slowed and let go of Tom’s ha nd as they drew closer 
to the small crowd. The men weren’t exactly blocking the 
way, but Roberts leaned against the trunk of Sarah’s car. 
They would have to walk around the cluster of men to get 
into the car. 


Avery and Rev. McCoy acted as though they had just noticed 
Sarah and Tom, when Sarah knew they had been watching 
them since they left the library. 


“Mrs. Cassidy, ” McCoy thundered in his rich bass voice, “l 
wondered if you could spare a moment.” 


“No. Not really. | have some repair work to do at home. 
Someone broke my window last night.” She reached in her 
purse and got her keys ready. 


“That’s unfortunate. Young hooligans out carousing no 
doubt.” 


“Maybe.” Sarah sensed Tom, right next to her side, tense as 
a bowstring. 


“Young people sometimes don’t know the appropriate way 
to approach a problem and they lash out in an unacceptable 
manner,” the reverend said. “Counseling sinners is best left 
to the clergy. ” 


Sarah felt the hair at the nape of her neck rise. Under the 
scrutiny of almost a dozen men, including the oldsters on 
the benches, she felt surrounded and trapped even though 
no one had made any overtly threatening moves. “Didn’t 
Jesus say something about letting God do the judging?” 


“No one is judging, Mrs....” 


“Look, let’s cut through the crap,” Dick Roberts interrupted 
Rev. McCoy. He pushed off the back of the car and stood on 
the sidewalk in front of Sarah and Tom. “It’s not the 
fornicatin’ that’s the problem so far as I’m concerned. It’s 
that,” he pointed at Tom, 


“unnatural freak.” 


“Brodbecks are my neighbors and I’m glad as anybody that 
the kid’s all right,” one of the farmers said, “but that doesn’t 
mean | want this guy living anywhere near me or mine. He 
doesn’t belong here.” 


Suddenly all of the men were speaking at once, everyone 
voicing an opinion about unmarried sex, psychic abilities or 
tattoos. They couldn’t even agree on what to be upset 
about, but every man there knew that there was something 
wrong. 


Physically the men were drawing closer, gathering around 
the Plymouth arguing and making it impossible for Sarah 
and Tom to move without bumping into someone. 


Then Avery was in Sarah's face, jabbing his finger. “My kid 
was with the Weiderman boys and saw everything—and | 
mean everything. It’s sick is what it is, when your kid can’t 
go to the local swimming hole without coming across 
something like that!” 


“I apologize for that. It was bad judgment and...” Sarah 
began, but she was drowned out by the clamoring men. 
“Leave her alone.” Tom’s voice was hoarse. He grabbed 
Sarah’s wrist and pushed her partially behind him. 


She looked up at his profile, his eyes scanning the angry, 
arguing men surrounding them and he looked like a 
cornered animal, wild-eyed and ready to claw his way free if 
need be. 


“Slut,” someone yelled. 


“It’s an abomination, ” another voice said. “A good man like 
John Cassidy dies for his country and his widow takes up 
with some freak.” 


“God will judge, but we must steer the wayward back onto 
the path of righteousness with words,” the minister brayed. 


“What | want to know is what other kind of powers he has. 
He could be dangerous.” 


Bodies pressed closer, the smell of sweat and cheap 
cologne made the air choking. 


Sarah was jostled against Tom, knocking him forward into 
Roberts, who pushed back. In the blink of an eye the ugly 
mood escalated to physical contact. Tom dropped the stack 
of library books and turned to make sure Sarah was safe. 


As Tom faced forward again, Roberts, stoked on alcohol, 
launched himself and punched Tom in the jaw, knocking him 
to the ground. Roberts lost his balance and landed on top of 
him. 


Tom twisted out from under the other man’s body and 
leaped to his feet. 


Sarah caught a glimpse of his enraged face and tried to 
reach out to him, but was pushed back by an overall- clad 
farmer. 


Roberts scrambled up and took another swing at Tom. 


With a cry of rage, Tom lowered his head and charged the 
handyman, driving a shoulder into his gut and knocking him 
back against the car with a hard thud. 


Sarah was roughly shoved farther away from the fight. She 
was nudged back by the crowd until all she could see was 
men’s backs in short-sleeved cotton shirts sweated to their 
spines. She couldn’t push her way through them, but she 
could hear the sounds of punches and grunts. She thought 
that more than two were involved in the fight now. 


“Stop! Stop it!” She beat against the back of a man dressed 
in a grimy T-shirt and suspenders. She tugged on his wiry 
arm. “Move! Let me through. ” 


“For cripes sake, cut it out,” one of the old men on the 
benches called. 


The sound of flesh hitting flesh was almost drowned out by 
the shouts of the men. 


Sarah was horrified. They had turned from a group of people 
she sort of knew, to a frenzied, angry mob and Tom was at 
their center, unreachable, maybe being beaten to death. 
She continued to yell and tried to muscle her way between 
the wall of bodies. 


“Hey! Hey! What’s going on here?” Suddenly Deputy Phil 
came barreling up the sidewalk. “Break it up. All of you. 
What in tarnation are you doing? ” 


His badge and uniform were enough to part the crowd like 
the Red Sea. As the men stepped aside, Tom, Dick Roberts 
and a couple of other men were revealed. Tom lay on his 
side and one of the men gave a last kick before the deputy 
grabbed the man by the arm and pulled him away. “Cut it 
out before | arrest you all.” 


In a second Sarah was down on her knees beside Tom. He 
was bleeding from his nose and mouth, his body curled 
protectively around his stomach. He wheezed for air, blood 
bubbling from his nostril. 


Sarah touched his face. “Are you all right?” 


“Yeah, ” he gasped, rolling over and pushing up off the 
pavement to all fours. 


She turned and glared up at the deputy. “You should arrest 
those men. Dick Roberts attacked him.” 


Phil looked around, confused and at a loss. He was content 
to write speeding tickets and citations for minor violatio ns 
of the law, but dealing with a group of angry people was not 
his forte. “Mrs. Cassidy, if | arrest them, l'Il have to arrest 
him too. Look.” 


For the first time Sarah’s eyes strayed from Tom to focus on 
the rest of the combatants. Besides Roberts there were two 
other men, all with split lips or bloody noses, all clutching 
injured body parts. Tom had inflicted plenty of damage 
before they fought him to the ground. 


“It’s all right,” Tom said. “I’m okay. ” He staggered to his 
feet and Sarah rose and helped him. 


“Deputy, ” Rev. McCoy said, “the situation got out of hand. 
Some of us were merely here to speak to Mrs. Cassidy to 
help her see the error of her ways. These fisticuffs are not 
condoned by all of us here.” 


“Pompous ass,” Roberts muttered. 


“But you watched and didn’t try to do anything to stop it, 
did you? ” Sarah turned her anger on the minister. “You're 
just as bad as they are and even worse—hypocritical. ” 


Tom was on his feet but swaying. Sarah wrapped her arm 
around his waist and held him upright. 


Most of the men had drifted away at the mention of arrests 
and only a few still lingered. 


“All right, everybody move on, ” Phil said, clapping his hands 
as though shooing pigeons. “Break it up.” 


Still grumbling and arguing, they complied, even the self- 
righteous Rev. McCoy and Aaron Avery, who muttered that if 


anyone was Charged it should be Tom and Sarah for public 
indecency, doing perverted things where kids could see 
them. 


“If you’re not going to arrest anybody, then at least help me 
collect my books and keys,” Sarah snapped at Phil. The 
books had been trampled and scattered, one of them 
knocked as far as the courthouse steps. 


The keys had been dropped in the middle of the fracas and 
kicked near the benches. 


One of the old timers reached down, picked them up and 
held them out to the deputy. 


Phil quietly collected the damaged books and the keys while 
Sarah guided Tom toward the car. “I’m sorry about those 
idiots,” he said, setting her books in the back seat. 


“Not everybody in town feels like they do.” 


Tom shook Sarah's helping hands off his arm. “I’m all right.” 
He slid into the passenger seat with a pained grunt. 


“| don’t know. Maybe | should take you to the doctor. You 
might have a broken rib.” 


“No.” He slammed the car door closed. 


Sarah looked at the car a moment then turned to Phil. “I’m 
sorry | yelled at you. | was frightened. | knew people might 
be rude, but I didn’t think they’d get violent.” She told him 
about the previous night’s incident.” 


“Don Beach is the deputy on shift tonight. Do you want me 
to have him cruise by your place a couple of times during 
the night? It might scare away any kids out fooling around.” 


Sarah was annoyed at his characterization of the vandalism 
as ‘fooling around’ but was grateful for the offer. “Yes, 
please. That would make me feel a lot safer.” 


As she turned to get in the car, he put a hand on her arm. 
“It'll blow over, Mrs. 


Cassidy, you know. People gotta have something to make a 
fuss about. Next month it’ll be something new. ” He gave 
her an encouraging smile. 


“Thanks, Phil.” 


She slid behind the steering wheel and looked over at Tom, 
hunched in his seat. “Are you sure | can’t take you to the 
doctor and get you checked out?” 


“No.” He sounded as close to angry as she had ever heard 
him. 


She dropped the subject and started the car. 


Silence fell between them, but Sarah was too full of things 
she wanted to express to keep quiet for long. “I am so sorry 
about what happened today. | practically forced you to come 
to town with me when you told me it wasn’t a good idea. | 
guess it will take people time to accept us and | can’t 
force...” 


“No,” he interrupted, still facing the window. “They never 
will. They will always hate someone like me.” His voice grew 
quieter. “Men like that preacher are the worst. 


They like to talk about sin and damnation, and how filthy 
you are while they fuck you. ” 


Sarah’s felt like someone had knocked the breath out of her. 
Her heart ached at his harsh words and despairing tone. 
Someone had done that to him. Literally. She was sure of it. 
And she had no idea how to respond. “Not everyone is like 
that, Tom. Some people will always be small- minded. But | 
do have friends in this community. I’m sure things will get 
better in time.” 


He remained silent. 


He didn’t speak again the rest of the ride home and when 
they got there, he refused to let her check out his injuries or 
clean up his face. He shut himself in the bathroom for a 
while and came out with the blood washed away and only a 
swollen nose and the beginnings of a black eye to show he'd 
been fighting. 


Sarah tried to get him to lie down and rest but he said he 
needed to do something in the barn. 


He brushed past her when she tried to take his arm. 


She wanted to slow him down, get him to look at her, talk to 
her or hold her, but he was aloof. She watched out the 
window as he stood in the yard facing the letters on the side 
of the barn for a full minute. Then he disappeared into the 
barn. She sighed and turned away, resuming her own tasks. 


When she stepped out on the front porch, fifteen minutes 
later he was painting over the white letters with some old 
brown paint he must have found in the barn. She wished she 
had remembered to buy red when they were at the 
hardware. 


Tom came when she called him for dinner later but ate the 
meal silently. Afterward he started to go back outside. 


“Don’t!” she cried, her heart twisting at the rejection as he 
opened the door. “Please don’t be mad at me. | told you I’m 
sorry. What else can | do? I’m sorry. Talk to me.” 


He turned to her, his eyes wide. “I’m not mad. Not at you. ” 


She threw herself aga inst him, wrapping her arms around 
him and eliciting a cry of pain from him. 


“Oh, I’m sorry. | forgot your poor ribs.” She hugged him 
gently, resting her head against his chest. 


Finally, he slipped his arms around her too. 
Her eyes closed in relief. 


“I was thinking,” His voice rumbled against her ear. “That 
I’ve brought you so much trouble after everything you’ve 
done for me. Maybe it’s not too late to fix it. If | leave...” 


“No!” She pulled away and looked up into his face. It was 
swollen red around one eye and his nose. Brown flecks of 
paint marred the blue swirls. “That’s not going to solve 
anything. ” 


He stroked the side of her face, his thumb lingering across 
her lips. “If | leave, it will be better.” 


“Not for me.” Tears welled at the corners of her eyes and 
she blinked them away. 


He gathered her close again, kissing the top of her head and 
rubbing his hand on her back. “Don’t cry. ” 


When Sarah thought about it later, she would realize that he 
had never added, “I'll stay. ” 


* OK OK x 


They spent a quiet evening with no interruptions. Tom sat on 
the floor, a pad of paper on his lap and his hand cramped 
tight around a pencil as he formed letters. 


Sarah read more from their book then they retired to lay 
peacefully entwined together on her bed. She stroked her 
hand lightly over his naked torso and even that gentle touch 
made him hiss with pain. She couldn’t see the bruises under 
the mottled colors already covering him. She moved farther 
up the bed and held him close with his head resting on her 
breast. She held him like a hurt child until he slept then 
turned on her side and spooned against him, enjoying the 
warm, solid wall of man at her back, his heavy arm slung 
over her weighing her down. 


Sarah slept and when she woke in the morning he was gone. 
She didn’t question the empty place in her bed. Tom almost 
always rose before her to take care of the stock. 


She went downstairs to the kitchen and started making 
coffee. Then she glanced at the table and saw a sheet of 
paper held in place by the salt and pepper shakers. 


Her stomach dropped as she picked it up and read the 
words carefully printed there. 


Im sory to go. Love Tom. 


Blood pounded in her ears, and for a moment she thought 
she might pass out before she remembered to breathe and 
inhaled with a gasp. She traced the word love with her 
finger. He had sounded it out in a sentence the other night 
and practiced writing it over and over. 


On the table beneath his note lay folded the magazine 
picture of the family vacationing in Virginia Beach. She 
unfolded and looked at it. Was he giving her a message, 


telling her that was where he was headed? She didn’t know 
if he even knew where Virginia Beach was and how could he 
possibly travel so far? 


Then it hit her. By leaving the picture behind, he was 
abandoning his dream of a family. He had given up hope of 
leading a ‘normal’ life with someone like her. 


Sarah felt as bereft as she had the day the army officer 
showed up at her door to tell her that John was dead. 
Though she had only known Tom for little over a week, there 
was a bond between them that ran strong and deep. It 
wouldn’t be unreasonable to call it love. 


She stood there reading and re-reading the note as if it 
might change then set it and the picture down on the table. 
She wiped her hands over her face, clearing her eyes, trying 
to clear her head. 


Okay, this was not a problem. He was walking. How far 
could he have gotten in a few hours time? She would find 
him, talk to him and make him see reason. 


Sarah grabbed her car keys and slammed through the door. 


Chapter Eight 


She slowly drove the road toward town, realizing that he 
might have struck off across country in any direction, but 
trying to convince herself that he would stick to the road. 
When she reached the county road and had to decide 
whether to turn right or left, she sat at the intersection for 
several minutes tapping the wheel and trying to think what 
Tom would do. Where would he go, a man without a home, 
family or job prospects? 


Where would he imagine his future? 


He wouldn’t expect to find day jobs at local farms after the 
way he had been treated yesterday. He might try to head for 
a city to seek employment, but that seemed equally 

unlikely. She didn’t Know how much he understood about 
the world outside the carnival, how much he had been 
taught about life and how things worked. 


Then the insidious idea that had drifting through her 
consciousness since she read the note crept from the back 
of her mind to become a coherent thought. It was 
something Tom had said when she asked how the sideshow 
freaks ended up in the carnival. “People who belong there 
find their way. ” 


Did he think he belonged there? Practically every person 
they had encountered yesterday made it clear that they 
believed he did. It was the only life he knew and, like a 
wounded animal homing to its birthplace, he might return to 
the carnival and to Reed, his warped father figure. 


Reed had said they were setting up in Hooperstown, but 
that was over a week ago. 


Where would they travel next and how would Tom know how 
to find them, if that was even where he was headed? A 
sense of hopelessness washed over her. It seemed Tom 
would be an easy person to track, sticking out the way he 
did, but the world was so big and he could have gone in any 
direction. 


Sarah slapped the wheel, annoyed with her indecisiveness. 
She would start with Sheriff Ziegler, explain everything that 
had happened and ask if he had more information about the 
carnival’s circuit. Or maybe he could contact the police in 
other towns and have them look out for Tom, although she 
hated the idea of one of them picking him up and making 
him feel like a criminal. 


She put the car in gear and drove to the sheriff's office. 


When Sarah entered, Deputy Beach was just winding up the 
night shift, reclining in a swivel chair with his feet up on one 
of the desks and drinking a last cup of coffee. 


“Mrs. Cassidy! ” He set down his mug and sat up straight. 
“Is everything okay? | drove past your place a couple of 
times last night like Phil asked and didn’t notice anything 
out of order.” 


“Yes. | mean no, nothing happened at home but can you tell 
me when the sheriff will be in? ” 


“I’m not sure when he’s getting in this morning, ” the 
deputy sounded nervous and Sarah figured he was 
uncomfortable knowing her circumstances. “Is there 
something I can help with? ” 


She let out a shaky breath, and was surprised to find tears 
prickling her eyes and her throat thickly choked. She cleared 


it. “I...” She couldn’t go on. What could she say? My lover is 
missing can you please help me find him? 


Beach was on his feet in a second and ushering her to the 
same hard wood chair she had waited on just a few days 
before. “Please sit down. Let me get you a cup of coffee.” 


With a steaming hot mug between her cold hands Sarah felt 
a little better. She took a sip then tried to speak again. “You 
know about my ... houseguest?” 


He nodded. 


“Well, he left last night and I’m concerned for his safety. | 
wondered if you could maybe contact the police in some of 
the other towns nearby and have them keep an eye out for 
him and | wondered if the sheriff has any clue about where 
the carnival was going after Hooperstown. | have a suspicion 
that Tom might have gone there.” 


“Really? Why would you think that?” 
“| don’t know where else he could go.” 


“Hm.” The deputy dropped his eyes from hers and blushed 
pink. “It’s, uh, not my place to say but, Mrs. Cassidy, have 
you considered that maybe he don’t want to be found? He 
left of his free will, right? Maybe he just ain’t comfortable 
living outside of where he belongs.” 


Sarah blinked hard, not sure if she felt more like crying her 
eyes out or dashing her hot coffee into Beach’s well- 
meaning face. 


“I’m sorry, ” he said. “I didn’t mean to upset you. If you 
want to wait, l'Il give the sheriff a call at home and see how 
long he’s going to be.” 


By the time Sheriff Ziegler got there almost an hour later, 
Sarah was ready to jump up and fly out the door. She felt 
Tom slipping further away with each second wasted. 


Ziegler said almost the same thing as Beach. “I could put an 
APB out on him but are you sure you want me to do that? 
Might be better to let the man go if that’s what he wants. 
Better for you and for the community. ” 


“If you don’t want to help me, fine!” she snapped, rising to 
her feet. “l'Il search for him on my own. But if you have any 
information on where Reed’s carnival might be headed | 
would appreciate it.” 


He shook his head. “No idea. Sorry. ” He walked her to the 
door and before she left he repeated. “Best to just let it go, 
Mrs. Cassidy. ” 


Back on the street, Sarah felt lost. She had animals at home 
probably clamoring for food and water by now, and she 
couldn’t simply ignore their needs while she drove all over 
the county. She headed home to tend to them before setting 
off for Hooperstown. 


* OK OOK OX 


The next few days were as bleak and hopeless as any Sarah 
had ever experienced. 


In Hooperstown she learned that the carnival had been set 
up for several days the previous week and had then driven 
south. She followed the highway and at Hastings found they 
had been camped at the edge of town until the previous 
night but were gone by that morning. No one could tell her 
which direction the carnival had traveled in the dead of 
night. 


Sarah returned home late that evening, wanting to keep on 
the trail but with no idea where to go next. And although 
she had only shared her bed with Tom a few nights, already 
she missed his warm presence lying beside her. 


Thursday she started to second guess herself, doubting if 
Tom would really return to a place he’d been so mistreated 
and wondering how he could have managed to find the 
carnival, let alone travel so far. She stayed near Fairfield, 
driving to farms in a thirty-mile radius and knocking on door 
after door asking if anyone had seen the tattooed man. She 
only received negative answers and odd looks. By the time 
she got home that evening she was furious with herself for 
not sticking with her original idea and tracking the carnival, 
which was moving further and further away. 


As she walked toward the barn to settle the stock for the 
night, she looked at the neat brown block of paint on the 
side of the barn obscuring the words that she could still 
faintly read. She thought about Tom, his tragic life and the 
cruel people who had made him feel that he didn’t deserve 
happiness. She wondered if she could reach him by way of 
his extraordinary mind if she concentrated hard eno ugh. 


That night as she lay in bed, she beamed a continuous 
message at him until her head ached, “Come home to me. 
Please, come home to me.” 


By Friday she was completely confused, self-doubting and 
hearing Deputy Beach’s voice in her head saying “Maybe he 
don’t want to be found ” over and over. She stayed home, 
caught up on chores and cried a lot, then drove to Grace 
and Mike’s house that evening to share her news and get 
some friendly sympathy. 


Grace was supportive, to a point. “I’m so sorry. | know how 
much this must hurt” 


she offered, but ended with a well- intentioned yet painful 
dig, “I hate to say it, Sarah, but maybe in some ways it’s for 
the best. You had to know there was no future for you with 
that man. ” 


Sarah bit back the retort that rose to her lips and managed 
a slight nod, but she made her excuses and left shortly 
afterward, unable to bear the fact that even her close friend 
was prejudiced against Tom’s uniqueness. 


Saturday morning Sarah woke to an icy cold bedroom. She 
dressed in a shivering hurry and went down to the 
basement to fire up the furnace. 


After feeding the livestock and eating a light breakfast, she 
decided to take another trip to town to see Sheriff Ziegler. 
This time when she went into the office she found Mrs. 
Ziegler on duty, brewing coffee and opening a box of 
donuts. 


“Have one.” She thrust the box at Sarah. “You look skinny 
and pale. Have you been eating? ” 


Sarah realized she had skipped a number of meals that 
week, her stomach too anxious to be interested in food. She 
accepted the donut and a cup of coffee. 


“You're here to talk to Jack about that fellow aren’t you? ” 
Mrs. Ziegler’s mouth was set in a thin, disapproving line. “I'll 
get him.” She went back to the sheriff’s private office and 
closed the door behind her. Sarah heard raised voices for a 
few moments then Sheriff Ziegler emerged, followed by his 
glaring wife. 


He extended his hand to shake hers. “Mrs. Cassidy, how are 
you? ” 


Sarah ignored the pleasantries. “Have you heard anything 
about Tom? Any rumors? 


Any sightings at all?” 


Ziegler rubbed his hand over his chin and glanced at his 
wife. Her arms were folded and her toe tapping impatiently. 


“Well, see, here’s the thing. ” 
“What?” Sarah’s nerves started tingling. 


“I, uh, didn’t share all the information | had with you the 
other morning. The truth is Deputy Beach ran across your 
friend walking the road in the middle of the night. He pulled 
over and asked if he wanted a lift somewhere. Tom said he 
wanted to go back where he came from but didn’t know how 
to get there.” 


“Let’s cut to the chase.” Mrs. Ziegler interrupted. “Beach 
called and woke my lunkhead husband here to discuss it 
then he drove Tom clear over to Hastings and handed him 
over to that carnival man. ” 


“He didn’t ‘hand him over,’ it was Tom’s choice,” the sheriff 
protested. 


“And if you Knew a man beat his dog and the dog was too 
loyal and dumb to stay away, wouldn’t you try and save it?” 
Anna clicked her tongue in annoyance and turned to Sarah. 
“My husband is sorry for being a self- important fool, 
withholding information and making decisions in your ‘best 
interest’ without consulting you. ” 


“I went to Hastings that same day. ” Sarah was too excited 
to be as angry as she should be. “The carnival had already 
moved on and | don’t have any idea how to find it.” 


“He does.” Mrs. Ziegler nodded at her husband. “And he’s 
ready to escort you there right now. ” 


“| don’t know what to say. ” Sarah was as shocked as if Anna 
had sprouted wings and waved a magic wand. “Thank you. ” 
As with old Agnes Chapman at the library, you never knew 
from wha t unexpected corner support would come. 


“| figured you’d had enough heartache already in your life. If 
he is the man you want, it isn’t anybody’s right to interfere.” 
She glared pointedly at her husband. 


“I’m sorry, ” Ziegler said. “I thought | was doing the right 
thing, especially since it’s what the man wanted. | told 
Beach to help Tom out and give him a ride.” He added dryly, 


“But my wife helped me see the error of my thinking.” 


Sarah brushed past the question of blame. “So where do | 
go to find him?” 


“I’ve been keeping tabs on Reed’s operation ever since he 
left here. Sent out a request to the local law enforcement in 
our county and the next to keep me informed of his 
movements and anything unusual connected with the 
Carnival. I'd like to find a good reason to shut him down. 


” 


Sarah thought that the information she had shared about 
Tom’s treatment at Reed’s hands should have been more 
than enough, but she kept her tongue. 


“Got a call from Twin Rivers police yesterday to say the 
carnival had set up near town. l'Il be happy to go down 


there with you even though it’s out of my jurisdiction. ” 


Twin Rivers was at the bottom corner of Pewannee County, a 
good three- hour drive away. Sarah knew she would be glad 
of Ziegler’s help if Reed gave her any trouble. She nodded. 
“Yes. Il’d appreciate that.” 


Mrs. Ziegler smiled smugly. “Good. That’s settled then. ” 
She gave Sarah a long look. “As for convincing your Tom to 
come home with you, remember he’s just a man, special 
mind powers or not, and prone to the stupidity and 
stubbornness of all men. But if you let him know you want 
him and that you won’t take no for an answer, he'll be back 
with you before tonight.” 


* OK OOK OX 


By the time they arrived at the field where the carnival was 
set up, it was mid afternoon. The grounds were crowded 
with people enjoying the entertainment on a sunny, crisp, 
and cool fall day. The flatbed trailers that transported the 
rides and the motor homes that housed the workers were 
laid out in a village of their own off to the left behind the 
rides, tents and booths. 


Sarah’s heart fluttered as she realized that Tom was 
somewhere in the maze of trailers or in the show tent right 
now. Doubts and fears filled her mind now that she was 
here. Being at the carnival reminded her that most people 
viewed Tom as a novelty. She thought of Grace telling her 
that she had no real future with him, and Deputy Beach 
advising her to let him go. She wondered if she hadn't let 
lust and her own willful determination override her common 
sense. Maybe there was no future for them and perhaps Tom 
really didn’t want to be found 


Sheriff Ziegler, who had filled the ride down with small talk, 
asking Sarah how her farm was doing, telling anecdotes 
about people around town, and never mentioning the point 
of their trip, seemed to sense her unease and smiled 
reassuringly. “Why don’t you find your man and l'Il go talk to 
Reed, keep him out of the way. ” 


Sarah nodded, but after he walked away she felt 
abandoned. She walked through the happy throng, listening 
to children beg for just one more quarter for the carousel, a 
mother haranguing her son for filling up on cotton candy 
just before dinner, a young woman cooing over the stuffed 
bear her beau had won for her at a game booth. 


Then she caught sight of the garish depictions on the 
canvas of the freak show tent. 


There was no respect for these people and their 
abnormalities and the idea of her Tom being subjected to 
scrutiny and ridicule infuriated her. She quickly paid and 
went inside, not sure of what she would say to him, only 
knowing that she had to get him back. 


Inside the stuffy tent the mingled aromas of human bodies, 
stale popcorn, straw, and dung from the calf in the corner 
assailed her nose. Her heart raced, words flying into her 
mind and just as quickly discarded as she steeled herself to 
see and speak to him. Would his eyes light up on seeing 
her? Would he smile? What would he say? What would she 
say? 


There was a small queue of people in the sideshow today 
and Sarah shuffled along behind a group making a slow 
circuit of the attractions. That was fine with her. She wasn’t 
ready to confront Tom. Approaching slowly gave her time to 
mentally prepare. 


She glanced over to where she thought he would be 
stationed, hoping to catch a glimpse of him, but there was a 
knot of people standing between them and she couldn’t see 
him. 


She looked at the dwarf—Bernard, who had shown Tom 
some kindness and friendship over the years. She looked at 
the bearded woman, Greta, and knew she had healing skills. 
They were people with hopes, desires, and dreams, like 
everyone, and she wished she was invisible so they couldn’t 
see her seeing them. 


Then abruptly she was there, standing to the left of Tom. He 
sat on his seat, all of his glorious skin revealed, and Sarah 
heard the people in front of her commenting as they studied 
him like he was an inanimate object. 


“It’s obscene!” one woman gasped. “That’s supposed to be 
Eve, | think.” 


“And look what she’s grabbing for,” her friend giggled. 


“No worse than the bearded lady with the titties,” a man 
replied. “This show’s not for kids.” 


“It’s not for anyone. It’s immoral, ” the first woman said, but 
she gaped and gaped at Tom until Sarah wanted to slap her 
Slack mouth. 


Tom hadn’t noticed Sarah yet. He seemed to be in his own 
world, staring across the tent at nothing as he had the first 
night she’d seen him. Her eyes roamed over his now 
familiar body. She noted the bruising around his eye and 
nose, visible to her even through the blue tattoos. And she 
sucked in her breath at the welts across his ribs where 
booted feet had left their mark. 


The little group before her finally moved on and Sarah took 
its place, standing before Tom like he was a painting ina 
museum. 


And then his vacant eyes dropped from that point 
somewhere above her head and he looked at her—looked 
into her eyes and registered her presence. His eyes widened 
and his mouth opened wordlessly. 


For the space of six heartbeats they stared at one another 
and then Sarah simply said, 


“Come home.” She held her hand out to him. 
He gazed at it for a moment. 
“Come with me,” she said softly. 


Slowly he rose from his chair and walked toward her. He 
slipped his hand into hers and his palm was warm and 
callused. 


She stepped back and pulled him along with her. 


Suddenly his arms went around her, hugging her tight, his 
head dropped to her shoulder and his mouth pressed into 
her hair as he whispered, “I can’t believe you’re here.” 


Her hands slipped up the smooth, supple skin of his back to 
hook over his shoulders. 


She buried her face against his chest, breathing him in, 
forgetting time and place and circumstance and just holding 
him. 


After what could have been a few moments or a hundred 
years, the sounds surrounding them began to intrude on her 


consciousness. Sarah became aware of the gawking 
strangers around them, whispering. She drew away from 
Tom and looked up at him. “Let’s get out of here.” 


She tugged on his hand, ready to lead him out the door but 
he resisted. “My clothes.” 


He gestured to the back of the tent. 


She had forgotten his near nudity, but glancing down at the 
loincloth that covered his groin, she realized it wasn’t 
sufficient, especially in his aroused state. “Of course. Get 
something on. l'Il wait.” 


He strode away, disappearing behind a partitioned area in 
back. 


Sarah became aware of the other people in the tent. 
Abruptly she felt self-conscious and as on-display as any of 
the freaks. There wasn’t a pair of eyes that wasn’t watching 
her, including the carnival folk. People lingered and shared 
the story with new arrivals as they came in. The crowd in 
the tent grew and Sarah had become the main attraction. 


Blood rushed to her cheeks and she willed herself to stop 
blushing, but her body betrayed her. She wanted to scream 
at the people to stop looking at her. She wanted to run out 
and go hide somewhere. But instead she straightened her 
spine, lifted her chin and waited for her lover to return. She 
determinedly stared at nothing, pretending to be invisible. 


“Girl.” A voice caught her attention. The bearded woman 
beckoned her over. 


Sarah went, still conscious of the many eyes watching her. 


The woman stood up, straightening her rumpled robe. She 
was older than Sarah had thought. Although her hair was jet 
black, it must have been dyed because there was a network 
of lines at the corners of her eyes, mouth and across her 
forehead. Her red lipstick was drawn to make her mouth 
appear fuller and her black eyeliner was smudged around 
her eyes, making them appear larger. Her facial hair was 
scant, but real, growing patchily from chin and upper lip. 


When Sarah was a couple of feet away, the woman leaned 
toward her, alcohol- fumed breath puffing with each word. 
“Be careful. Reed doesn’t let go of things he wants.” 


Sarah stared. 


“Like the boy’s mother.” The woman’s Germanic accent 
emphasized the ‘r’. She gave Sarah a significant look. 


Sarah’s unease chilled to fear as she read between the 
lines. “What are you suggesting?” 


“Nothing. I’m only telling you not to underestimate this 
man. ” 


“But if you believe he... You should tell the police.” 


“No. And if you say anything now l'Il deny it,” the woman 
told her calmly. “This warning is only for you. ” She jerked 
her head toward where Tom had disappeared. “And for him.” 


Sarah’s eyes darted around the tent looking for something 
to ground her. She felt completely unreal, as if she were in 
the middle of a bizarre dream. Her eyes passed over 
Bernard, perched on his high stool, and the small man 
winked at her. She was shaken by the bearded woman’s 
information and didn’t know what to do with it, whether to 
inform the sheriff or not. 


Just then Tom reappeared, looking marginally less foreign 
with most of his body covered in regular clothes, although 
she noticed he wore no shoes or socks. His glowing eyes 
focused on her as he approached and when he reached her, 
he asked very quietly, 


“Are you sure?” 


“Of course.” She took both of his hands in hers. “Il never 
wanted you to leave.” 


“I thought it would make things easier for you. Better.” 
“No. It didn’t.” 


From the corner of her eye Sarah was aware of Greta’s 
smile. 


She took his hand and led him through the small crowd of 
people toward the opening of the tent. People stepped aside 
to let them pass, but Sarah was aware of the whispered 
comments that swirled around them. 


“Can you imagine?” 
“It’s sick!” 
“Is this part of the show?” 


Sarah ignored all of it, and continued on, passing through 
the entrance and out into the fairgrounds. The sky was a 
clear, blue arch overhead and the sun a lemon drop. 


People milled around, slowing down to stare at Tom as they 
passed. It was a different world from the close, dim confines 
of the tent. A breeze blew across Sarah’s face and it felt like 
freedom. 


She hesitated, uncertain whether to wait for the sheriff or 
meet him at his car. Then he appeared, threading his way 
through the crowd with Art Reed beside him. They were 

scowling at one another and arguing as they approached. 


Sarah’s hand clasped Tom’s tighter and she glanced up at 
him. 


His eyes were tense and watchful, but not afraid. 


She herself was frightened. If what Greta had hinted at was 
true, then Reed wasn’t only abusive but possibly a 
murderer. Should she pull Ziegler aside and tell him what 
she had learned? But if the bearded woman refused to 
corroborate the story, then Sarah would only be prolonging 
Tom’s ordeal. It would be better to simply get him out of 
here as soon as possible. Leveling a decades-old accusation 
at Reed would not be helpful right now. 


“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Reed ignored 
Sarah and confronted Tom. “You come to me, begging me to 
take you back and now you think you can leave again? You 
don’t belong out there.” He stabbed a finger at the world in 
general. “This is your home. This is the only place you 
belong. ” 


“No,” Tom said quietly. He dropped his eyes then brought his 
face up and stared defiantly at the man. His voice grew 
stronger. “No!” 


“Yes.” Reed’s voice went from strident to cajoling. “Do you 
think she’s going to keep you? A few months from now she'll 
be done with you and then what'll you do? 


Where will you go? Who will take you in then?” 


“Shut up!” Sarah yelled. She clutched Tom’s arm. “Let’s go. 
Don’t listen to him.” 


Ziegler, flanking Tom’s other side, said, “Reed, the man’s 
made his choice. Leave it be.” 


“Do you want him back in your county, sheriff? You think 
that’s not going to make trouble in your happy little 
community?” Reed sneered. 


“Don’t matter if it does.” Ziegler jerked his head toward 
Sarah and Tom. “It’s their business.” He touched Tom’s arm. 
“Come on. ” 


Without another word, the three of them turned and walked 
away. 


“Think about what you're doing, boy. ” Reed called at their 
retreating backs. “Think about the woman. You don’t want 
to cause trouble for her.” 


Ziegler stopped and looked over his shoulder. “Are you 
making a threat, sir?” 


The carnival owner fell silent. 


“Good. | didn’t think so.” The sheriff started moving again, 
ushering Sarah and Tom before him. They walked through 
curious groups of people, past the ticket seller at the 
entrance and across the grassy lot toward the sheriff's 
cruiser. 


Sitting in the back seat together on the way to Fairfield, 
Sarah held Tom’s hand. She sat close, so their arms were 
touching warmly from shoulder to fingers. 


In the front the sheriff was quiet. He tuned the radio to 
country western music and turned up the volume to give 
them some privacy. 


“He took your shoes?” She nodded at his dirty bare feet. 


He looked down and flexed his toes. “He didn’t need to. | 
wasn’t going to leave.” 


She wanted to ask him why he had thought that going back 
to that horrible man was his only option, but she already 
knew the reasons. “Don’t ever leave me again. | won’t take 
your shoes to keep you with me, but | will be very angry if 
you ever disappear like that again.” She looked into his eyes 
to make sure he understood her. “You really hurt me.” 


He frowned. “I’m sorry. | was just trying to make things 
better.” 


“I know. ” 
They were silent then and for the rest of the drive home. 


When Sarah drew her eyes away from the passing scenery 
to look at Tom again, he was sound asleep, head tilted 
against the back of the seat, mouth slightly open. She 
smiled and turned back to the window. 


* OK OK OX 


At the sheriff’s office, Sarah thanked Ziegler once more for 
helping them and he apologized again for keeping silent. As 
she drove home, the enormity of the commitment she had 
just made suddenly came crashing in on her. Over the past 
week she had been so caught up in missing Tom and 
searching for him that she had never really stopped to think 
about what bringing him home meant. By claiming him 


today, she had promised him a life together. That was what 
he expected now. 


She wanted him in her life. She believed what she felt for 
him was love, but it was so 


... permanent. Suddenly she was afraid, overwhelmed by 
the idea of ‘happy ever after’ 


with someone so far outside of normal. Eventually she 
would have to present him to her parents and her sister. The 
idea of having to explain her choice and fight peoples’ 


resistance to it for the rest of her life was daunting. 
But then she looked at Tom and all her fears melted away. 


He regarded her with those fathomless blue eyes she would 
never get tired of looking into. “Thank you for coming for 
me.” 


She smiled and teased. “Thank you for being so easy to 
find.” 


She pulled the car into the driveway and a moment later 
they walked up the steps to the house. 


On the porch Tom pulled her into his arms and gave her a 
lingering kiss. 


She reveled in the feel of his warm body pressed to hers, his 
strong arms holding her tight and his soft, exploring mouth 
covering hers. She lost all sense of time as he kissed and 
kissed her. Finally she pulled away, asking if he was hungry. 


He shook his head, breathing hard. “Later. This first.” He 
leaned down and kissed her once more, lifting her up and 


setting her on the porch rail. He moved between her legs. 


Her skirt hiked up as she wrapped her thighs around his 
hips. 


He combed his hand through her hair, cradling the back of 
her skull while he continued to kiss her. 


She ran her hands up his back, irritated by the material of 
his shirt. She wanted to touch the silky, warm skin she knew 
lay underneath. Tugging his shirt impatiently from his pants, 
She slid her hands up his back again gratified to feel smooth 
flesh and flexing muscles. 


Their bodies were pressed together and the hard length of 
his erection nestled into her crotch. She was ready for him 
to carry her inside and up to bed right then, but at the edge 
of the pasture Millie began bawling steadily and loudly. 


“Mm.” Tom pulled away reluctantly. His eyes opened and he 
regarded her with a heavy- lidded, lustful gaze. “lIl tend to 
the animals.” 


“We'll finish this later,” Sarah whispered. 


He put his hands around her waist and lifted her down, and 
for another moment they embraced, then Sarah tore herself 
away and went inside. 


Quickly she assembled a dinner of leftovers, heating stew 
and brown apple Betty and pulling more of the endless 
coleslaw from the refrigerator. She set the table, poured 
glasses of lemonade then waited for Tom to come in. But he 
took too long and she was too anxious to see him. She 
grabbed one of the glasses and walked out to the barn. 


The orange light of early evening suffused the scene before 
her in a dreamy glow. 


Tom was currying Edison, one hand resting on the old 
horse’s flank and the other brushing down his leg. Motes of 
dust and chaff from the hay were suspended in the air, 
settling on Tom’s shirtless body like flecks of gold. The 
sweet scent of fresh hay filled the air. 


When Sarah entered, he straightened and turned to her. In 
that rich light he looked like a stained glass window. 


She held out the glass of lemonade. 
He took it gratefully and swallowed it down. 


Her crotch tightened as she watched the muscles of his 
throat work, Adam’s apple bobbing and the gleaming 
droplets of condensation from the glass falling onto his 
chest and rolling down the hard planes of his chest. She 
reached for the top button of her cotton blouse and unbut 
toned it. 


He finished his drink, wiped the back of his hand across his 
mouth then saw her hand releasing the buttons on the front 
of her shirt and froze. 


She pulled the shirt off her shoulders and tossed it aside, 
unzipped her skirt and let it drop, unfastened her bra and 
threw it playfully at Tom. 


He let out a low-pitched, growl as he caught it, put it to his 
nose and breathed in her scent. Then he carelessly dropped 
both bra and glass on the hay-covered floor and stalked 
toward her. 


“Up in the loft.” She skittered away from him, clambering up 
the ladder with a laugh. 


He was right on her heels all the way up and on top of her 
the moment they reached the loft. He pulled her into his 
arms and attacked her mouth, his lips pressed hard against 
hers and his tongue plumbing her depths. 


The loft was darker than the barn below, but the window at 
the far end let in enough light for her to see him. He 
released her and dropped down to his knees before her like 
a worshiping devotee. He slid her underpants over her hips 
and down her smooth legs. He gazed up at her naked body, 
rosy in the ambient light, and reached his hands up to 
stroke very slowly from her breasts all the way down her 
torso to the apex of her thighs. 


Sarah shuddered at the feel of his hands smoothly gliding 
over her skin with agonizing slowness. 


He nudged her thighs apart and rested his hands on them 
as he separated the folds of her labia with his fingers. He 
breathed on her crotch. Warm air lifted her brown curls and 
tickled the nub of her clitoris. He leaned in to touch it with 
the tip of his tongue. 


She shivered as the brief flick of his tongue sent shooting 
sparks through her body. 


She looked down and watched his tongue lapping over her, 
both embarrassed, years of conditioning about modesty 
urging her to push him away and cover herself, and 
extremely aroused. 


Then he sat back and simply looked at her sex, examining 
the glistening folds marking the entrance to her body. He 


ran his finger down between her legs and dipped it inside of 
her then brought it to his mouth and tasted her. 


Sarah swallowed hard, her crotch pulsing at the erotic sight. 


He looked up at her and said in an awed tone, “You’re so 
beautiful.” 


She smiled broadly and reached down to touch his adoring 
face. 


Tom pressed his mouth to her clit again, kissing it and 
licking it, moving his tongue all around and down the folds 
of her labia to her slit. He pressed inside her, burying his 
face in her crotch as he lapped her juices. 


She moaned loudly and closed her eyes, pushing her hips 
forward, offering herself to his mouth. 


His hands on her hips held her steady despite her trembling 
legs, while he worked her to a frenzy with his talented 
tongue and nibbling teeth. 


“Oh, God,” she cried, grasping his head and pushing into his 
face. “Oh, God!” The coiling spring of her orgasm rose from 
the point of contact and spiraled through her. 


Nerve endings fired one another until her body was like a 
live electric wire—sparking and dangerous to touch. She 
jerked and screamed her release when she came. 


Her trembling legs would hold her no longer and Tom caught 
her as her knees gave way and lowered her to the floor. 
Then he lay beside her, stroking her stomach and breasts 
and watching her face as she recovered from her bliss. 
When her eyes finally opened and she looked up at him, he 
appeared very smug. 


“Good?” he asked. 
She smiled. “Yes. Very. ” 


He leaned over and kissed her lips and she could taste her 
own musky flavor on them. He scrambled to his feet and 
reached down to help her up, leading her to a soft pile of 
hay farther back in the loft. He quickly stripped off his 
clothes then reclined on his back, arms crossed behind his 
head and looked up at her expectantly. His cock was thrust 
out at a sharp angle to his body, twitching and waiting for 
her, the black barbed wire binding it a stark contrast to the 
rosy skin beneath. 


She straddled his hips and lowered herself to her knees, 
letting her pussy brush against the head of his cock lightly. 


He moaned and his eyes drifted closed as she teased him 
with the barest touches of her slit. He took his hands from 
behind his head and reached for her, holding her waist and 
seating her firmly on top of him then gave a satisfied grunt 
as he slid inside her. 


She sat atop him, moving her hips slightly from side to side, 
feeling his thickness filling her to satisfaction. She leaned 
forward to smooth her hands up over his chest and the 
chained heart tattooed there. Bracing them on his 
shoulders, she lifted off of him, releasing him from her heat. 
When his cock was almost completely uncovered she 
pushed back down surrounding him again. It was exciting to 
watch him emerge glistening and disappear back into her 
depths. Up and down, slow and easy she rode him as he 
groaned with pleasure. 


He moved his hands from her waist to encompass her rib 
cage and then her breasts. 


He fondled their fullness, pinched the nipples then pulled 
her down to him so he could reach them with his mouth. 


Sarah felt an ache in her breast as his sucking mouth pulled 
hard on her nipple. It sent an erotic tingle down to her 
crotch and even though she had just come, she felt a new 
stirring inside her. 


Tom suckled at both of her breasts, then lifted his face, 
wrapped a hand around her neck, and pulled her down to 
him for a deep kiss. 


She writhed sinuously against him at the same time that 
she moved up and down on his rigid shaft. She loved the 
sense of power as he fell helplessly under the spell of her 
body, groaning and thrusting up into her. 


They stopped kissing to gaze deeply into one another’s 
eyes. Her hair was a curtain hanging down on either side of 
his face, preserving the intimacy of the moment. 


Tom held her gaze as long as he could, but when his orgasm 
began to build his eyes closed tight. His hands gripped her 
hips and set an even faster pace, hips bucking. He rammed 
his cock into her. His mouth fell open and he grunted in time 
with his vigorous thrusts. 


It was thrillingly primal and Sarah felt her arousal build 
rapidly. She tightened her vaginal muscles around him, 
clenching his cock as if holding it in her fist. 


He arched up once more then cried out and released. 


She could feel it when he let go, pulsing deep inside her. It 
excited her so much that she bore down on him hard and 
found her own release for the second time. She lay on him 
panting and shivering, fused to his chest by a skim of sweat. 


She brushed her tangled hair out of her face and behind her 
ears then nestled her face into the sweaty crook of his neck. 


Tom held her and stroked her hair. 


Hay prickled Sarah everywhere, bits of chaff stuck to her 
damp skin and her nose tickled until she had to turn her 
head to sneeze. Sex in a hayloft might not be as 
comfortable as making love in her nice, soft bed, but the 
smell of hay and the sounds of the livestock moving in their 
stalls below made it a sweet, pastoral experience. 


She snuggled against Tom, grateful to have him back and 
ready to face any obstacles to their happiness. “You won’t 
leave again, ” she demanded, “No matter how difficult 
things might get for us.” 


“Never again,” he promised. 


Chapter Nine 


The next afternoon the Brodbecks stopped by to thank Tom 
for saving their daughter. Glenn still seemed uncomfortable 
around Tom and his handshake was stiffly formal, but 
Betty’s thanks were warm and gracious. She took Tom’s 
hand between both of hers. “‘Thank you’ isn’t enough. | 
don’t have words to express how grateful | am to you for 
Saving our girl. ” 


Tom shifted uneasily, not meeting her eyes. He looked like 
he wanted to snatch his hand away. “I’m sorry it took me so 
long to find her,” he muttered, darting a glance at the girl. 


Aileen, leaning on crutches with her leg in a cast, hung back 
behind her parents. She looked at Tom curiously. 


“How’s your leg? ” Sarah asked. 


“Hurts, but it’s my own fault. | feel like an idiot. It was dumb 
to go in there, especially when nobody knew where | was 
at.” She hobbled forward and put out her hand toward Tom. 
“Thank you for finding me. I, uh ... This sounds so weird but 
... | heard you inside my head telling me help was coming. | 
really did. | heard you. ” Blushing, she shook his hand 
quickly then dropped it and stepped back again. 


Tom smiled slightly and folded his arms, tucking his hands 
against his sides. “Glad you’re okay. ” 


The Brodbecks only stayed long enough to give their thanks 
and when Glenn and Aileen had gotten back into the car, 
Betty pulled Sarah aside a moment. 


“I’ve heard all the gossip about you and him.” She nodded 
toward Tom, who was standing on the porch, leaning against 
the railing. “And | want you to know that it doesn’t matter to 
me. We’re having a barbecue for family and friends a week 
from Saturday and you both are welcome to come.” 


“Thank you. ” Sarah was touched by the invitation. 


Betty hesitated then went on. “There’s something you might 
want to think about though. | believe people are more upset 
by the idea of you living in sin than they are by the tattoos 
or the mind reading. You could solve your problems with 
some of these people if you just got married. I’m probably 
out of line saying so, but that’s my opinion. ” 


“Thank you, ” Sarah said. “lIl consider that.” Married. 


She watched the Brodbecks drive away. Married, her mind 
repeated, as she looked up at Tom standing on her front 
porch watching the curl of dust disappear behind the 
vehicle. She had known this man barely two weeks. The 
idea was ludicrous. 


These things were supposed to follow a certain pattern. You 
dated somebody, got to know him, got engaged and 
eventually had a wedding. But her relationship with Tom was 
completely unorthodox. Everything about Tom was 
unorthodox. 


He turned and smiled at her, his teeth flashing against the 
blue swirls that decorated his face. 


She smiled back at him. She thought that they could live 
together for twenty years and he might never consider 
asking her about marriage. Tom didn’t follow the usual 
patterns. 


If marriage was what she wanted, then she would have to 
be the one to propose to him. 


* OK OOK OX 


Over the next few days they slipped back into the routine 
they had created for themselves. Their days consisted of 
chores, lovemaking, meals, lovemaking, reading lessons and 
more lovemaking. 


Sarah hadn’t been so happy in years. If she hadn’t had the 
weight of community disapproval hanging over her head, 
she would have been perfectly content. 


“The baby plays with the dog. ” Tom’s reading voice was 
Slow but confident as he deciphered the words, then 
stopped to examine the accompanying picture. “The dog ch- 
chases the ball.” 


He traced a finger over the picture and repeated under his 
breath, “Baby. ” 


Sarah looked over his shoulder at the colorful illustration of 
a chubby baby and pudgy puppy with a bright red rubber 
ball. She thought about the Samuels’ litter of pups and 
wondered if she should get one. It might be nice to have a 
dog around the place again. Then her eyes drifted to the 
diaper-clad baby and her heart skipped a beat. She started 
counting days. 


Her period was late—about a week late—which wasn’t that 
much and normally wouldn’t have given her a moment’s 
pause. Tonight it set her heart racing. 


She looked at Tom, turning the page, sounding out the next 
sentence, and thought about all the times they’d used the 


condoms Grace had provided ... and all the times they 
hadn't. 


It was too soon to start worrying, too late not to worry, but 
Sarah tried to force the idea from her mind. 


Tom finished his reading lesson and she read their chapter 
of Twain before they went upstairs. When Tom reached for 
her in bed, she told him she wasn’t in the mood. For the first 
time since she’d brought him back home they fell asleep 
without making love first. 


* OK OK x 


Sarah was deeply asleep when the shock of cold air on her 
naked skin jerked her awake. “What?” she asked groggily, 
looking at Tom’s dark figure sitting bolt upright in bed. 


“Fire. The barn. ” He jumped out of bed, thrust his legs into 
his jeans and zipped up. 


Sarah was still rubbing her eyes and trying to process his 
words. “What?” 


“The barn’s on fire.” He ran to the door. 


Instantly awake, Sarah got up and threw on some clothes to 
race after him. She pelted down the stairs, hit the switch for 
the porch lights and slammed through the front door. 


Outside, the dark silhouette of the barn against the 
midnight blue sky showed no sign of smoke or glow of fire 
but she trusted Tom’s intuition. Besides, she could hear 
Edison’s frightened whinny and Millie’s bawling. 


Tom was already halfway across the yard, running toward 
the barn. 


Sarah started to run after him. She took two steps across 
the porch and suddenly felt strong arms around her, 
stopping her short. She yelped in surprise as she was pulled 
hard against a man’s body, her arms pinned to her sides. 
Cold, sharp metal pressed into her neck. Sarah sucked in 
her breath and held it and her pulse skyrocketed to a new 
level of panic. 


“Tom!” a voice roared right next to her ear. 


Across the yard, Tom’s shadowy figure halted and spun 
around. 


“Come here. Or l'Il slit her throat.” 
Tom hesitated less than a second before complying. 


Behind him, Sarah saw a glow of orange showing around the 
square shape of the barn door. 


Tom reached the yard at the edge of the porch. 


“Stop right there. Down on your knees. Hands behind your 
head.” 


Sarah could smell the whiskey on the man’s breath and the 
rancid stink of old sweat as he held her close in his powerful 
grip. She would have tried to wiggle away, but the knife 
pressed into her throat held her still. She heard a strangled 
whimpering and realized it was herself. 


The man took a step forward dragging Sarah with him. He 
stood on the porch just above the top step. “I made you, 
you pathetic freak, and look what you’ve done here with 
your selfishness. You’ve caused this woman all sorts of 
trouble. If you’d stayed where you belong, none of this 
would have happened.” 


“Let her go. l'Il go back with you. ” Tom knelt below them, 
his hands clasped behind his head. His chest heaved in 
short, panting breaths. His eyes dropped submissively 
toward the ground. “I’m sorry. ” 


“Now you’re sorry? Too late,” Reed slurred. “Look up. | want 
you to see what you’ve done.” 


Between one breath and the next Sarah felt the knife leave 
her throat and a burning sensation across her upper breast. 
Then the hard metal returned to her throat. She glanced 
down in surprise to find a slice in her cotton shirt, a thin line 
of darkness welling out of it. 


“If you move, if you try anything, l'Il cut her again. Do you 
believe me?” 


“Yes,” Tom whispered. 


Sarah felt removed, observing but not feeling what was 
happening to her. Little details caught her attention. She 
noticed that the whites of Tom’s eyes reflected the 
moonlight and shone. Edison’s screams were becoming 
increasingly frantic. She could smell smoke now. She 
thought the cut on her breast should hurt more than it did 
and suspected that it would eventually. 


Reed continued. “You know that l'Il kill her if you don’t obey 
me?” 


“Yas,” 


“Good. Here’s what | want you to do. Stand up, take down 
your pants and show me your prick.” 


Tom stood and obeyed. His flaccid penis lay small in the 
palm of his hand. 


“Did it give you pleasure?” Reed whispered in Sarah's ear, 
sending a shiver of revulsion through her. “Or did it scratch? 
You know | wrapped it in barbed wire for a reason. ” He 
called out to Tom, “To remind you that nothing but pain lies 
there. The cock twists you up with desire, makes you want 
what you can’t have. Even leads to killing sometimes.” 


He reached his hand down and squeezed Sarah's crotch 
through the fabric of her pants, “This is what calls you, Tom, 
but your cock is what drives you to it. | should have 
castrated you as a child and spared you the pain. ” 


It dawned on Sarah that she and Tom weren’t going to make 
it through this. Not only was Reed clearly insane, but 
logically he couldn’t let them go now. He would kill her and 
without the threat of injury to Sarah controlling Tom, Reed 
would have to kill him too. 


“Zip it up,” Reed snapped at Tom, sounding suddenly sober. 
“Then pick up that gas can and pour it around the house. Be 
sure and wet the siding. ” 


Tom moved to obey the order, while at the barn smoke 
billowed out around the doorframe and Edison screamed 
and thumped his hooves against his stall. 


As Reed watched Tom pick up the can, he relaxed the knife’s 
pressure against Sarah’s neck. Forgetting that he had a live 
woman in his arms, he dropped the blade a few inches. 


She took advantage of that momentary lapse to grab his 
arm and push it away from her while twisting out from 
under it. She knocked the knife from his grasp. It arched out 
into the air and fell to the ground while Sarah spun away 
from him and stumbled down the steps. 


Tom noticed her movement and responded instantly, 
dropping the gas can and running to her aid. 


Reed lunged down the stairs after Sarah, grabbing at her 
arm, but she dodged away. 


With a loud cry Tom charged Reed, tackling and knocking 
him backward across the porch floor. 


Sarah almost lost her balance on the bottom step but 
pinwheeled her arms and caught herself before she fell to 
her knees. She turned toward the fighting men. 


Still roaring his rage, Tom crouched on top of Reed, who was 
sprawled beneath him. 


He lifted the man’s head and slammed it against the floor. 


Reed pushed up, knocking Tom off of him and sideways into 
the railing with a crash of splintered wood. Rising up, Reed 
scrambled across the porch toward Tom, pulled him up by 
his shirtfront and drove a fist into his face. 


Sarah ran to search for the knife that had landed in the 
chrysanthemums near the house. She picked it up then 
hesitated for a second, torn between helping Tom and going 
to save the animals from the fire. But Tom was back on top, 
raining blows on Reed so Sarah turned and ran for the 
burning barn. 


In the split second before she opened the front door she 
realized that both of the animals had fallen silent. When she 
slid the heavy door back, flames fed by the fresh supply of 
oxygen shot out into her face. She raised her arms to 
protect her head and darted backward. As she lifted her 
face to gaze into the inferno, she could feel the heat 


blistering her skin. She backed up even farther, searching 
for an opening in the wall of fire, but there was none. 


She ran to the smaller side entrance. Smoke rolled from 
under the crack of the door and as she drew close she could 
feel the heat through the wood. She reached for the handle 
and jerked her hand away from the red- hot knob before she 
even touched it. 


Afraid to open the door and face another flare-out, Sarah 
looked around for something to smash the door inward. 


A huge boulder lay nearby. She heaved it up, wrenching her 
back, and hurled it at the wood door. The heavy stone 
crashed through and again flames shot out. There was no 
entry there. 


Without pause she raced around to the far side of the barn 
to the last door available, the one leading directly from the 
corral into the barn. 


As she ran, she glanced across the yard at the two men still 
battling one another. 


They had fought their way down the steps and were now 
rolling around on the ground, brutally punching each other, 
locked in a vicious embrace. 


Sarah vaulted over the corral fence and ran to the third 
entrance where the wood seemed warm but not scorching 
hot. She took a chance, turned the handle then kicked the 
door inward. She jumped back as it opened. There were no 
flames but clouds of smoke billowed out. She lifted the hem 
of her shirt up over her nose and mouth, eyes squinted and 
tearing against the acrid smoke and she plunged into the 
building. 


Instantly she was engulfed in darkness. The thick smoke 
obscured everything. Her stinging eyes were blurry with 
tears. Her lungs strained from holding the deep breath she 
had sucked in outdoors. She would need to draw another 
one soon, but there was no air to breathe in this hellish 
place. She blinked and tried to focus. Flames burned to the 
left and right of her. Straight ahead was a wall of fire ... right 
where the animals’ stalls should be. 


It was too late. 


Sarah stumbled back out of the building. She drew in a lung 
full of fresh night air then coughed until she doubled over. 
She could smell singed fur and charred flesh in the smoke 
now and her heart clenched at the loss of her beloved 
animals. Her hands covered her mouth and she let out a 
wordless cry as she gazed at the blazing barn. 


But she couldn’t pause to mourn. With a last look, she 
turned and ran back around the building to help Tom. 


Her help wasn’t needed. 
As she approached the men, Reed staggered to his feet. 


Tom kneed him in the stomach, hard. He knocked Reed 
down then straddled him and drove a fist into his face. Tom 
punched him over and over. His blows landed like a 
hammer, striking repetitively without pause. Tom emitted a 
loud grunt with each blow. 


He kept hitting long after Reed had stopped moving and his 
grunts turned to cries of rage. 


Sarah stood by and watched in morbid fascination. She 
knew she should stop Tom, pull him off of the incapacitated 
man, but a primitive part of her relished every punch. 


Deep inside she hoped Tom would kill him. 


It took the sound of a car engine and the glare of headlights 
flooding the yard to shake her from her detached 
observation of Reed’s destruction. “Tom, stop. You'll kill 
him,” she finally said, moving forward and reaching out to 
grab Tom’s arm the next time he raised it. “Stop!” 


His arm was like a bar of steel. She couldn’t hold it and he 
brought it down once more into Reed’s face, the impact of 
flesh on flesh making a squelching, liquid sound. 


He stopped. Kneeling over his former guardian, he heaved 
deep, hoarse, sobbing breaths as he stared down at the 
wrecked face below him. 


After a moment he turned to look up at her. “Are you all 
right?” Tom rose to his feet and stepped over Reed’s body to 
touch the front of Sarah’s shirt with one bloody hand. 


“He cut you. ” 


Charlie Burkett climbed out of his pickup and ran toward 
them. “Fire engine’s on the way! ” He looked down at the 
man on the ground. “Jeesus! Who is that? What happened?” 


“Arthur Reed. He set the barn on fire and held a knife on 
me,” Sarah said. 


Charlie looked at the blazing barn. “You didn’t get the 
livestock out?” 


“No. | couldn’t.” 


“Cripes.” He looked from Reed’s mangled face to Tom, one 
arm wrapped around Sarah’s shoulders, then back to the 
burning barn. “It’s too late to put it out with buckets. 


All we can do is wait for the fire truck to get here.” 


The three of them stared at the leaping flames that now 
engulfed the bottom of the barn. The searing heat reached 
them even across the yard and they backed up farther. 


“I woke up when Arnie started barking and whining.” Charlie 
said. “Went to shut him up and saw a strange glow over 
here. | thought maybe it was a grass fire so just in case | 
had Mary call the fire department before | came over.” 


“We should wet the grass around the barn. ” Tom pointed to 
the licks of flame that were crawling across the dry grass in 
several directions. 


They gathered a couple of buckets from the house and 
Sarah worked the old hand pump while the two men carried 
pails full of water to douse the fire that was fanning out 
quickly. As sparks and embers from the barn rained down 
around her, she pumped the handle until her arms ached. 
When she heard the distant wail of the fire engine 
approaching, she thought she had never heard so blessed a 
sound in her life. 


The rest of the evening was a blur. Sarah remembered the 
flashing red lights of the fire engine and then other 
neighbors driving over to stand around the yard out of the 
firemen’s way. It looked like the barn might collapse out 
onto the yard. The firefighters fought the wobbling wall of 
the barn with the spray from their hoses and finally it 
toppled inward with a crash and a shower of sparks that 
arched high into the sky. 


Sheriff Ziegler arrived and asked Sarah questions about 
Reed. She repeated what she had told Charlie. “He set the 
barn on fire and held a knife on me.” 


Ziegler questioned Tom and he gave the same brief 
response. The sheriff took the knife as evidence, looked at 
the savagely beaten, barely breathing man lying on the 
ground and wrote something in his notebook then flipped it 
closed. “All right then. ” 


An ambulance arrived to transport Reed’s unconscious body 
to the emergency room. 


The driver wanted to take Sarah too. “You should have that 
cut stitched up and those burns treated.” 


“I’m fine. Only a little singed. | don’t want to go to the 
hospital.” She stood firm, clinging to Tom’s hand. 


The ambulance driver shook his head, but closed the rear 
door of the van and drove off, lights and siren flashing. 


Mary Burkett and Edna Peterson ushered Sarah indoors to 
minister to her wound and burns. Edna brewed some hot 
tea. Mary washed and sealed the cut with butterfly 
bandages the n rubbed ointment onto Sarah’s reddened, 
blistered skin. Mary also tended Tom’s injuries, rinsing the 
blood off his face and hands, packing his swollen knuckles in 
ice, bandaging a cut on his forehead and giving him another 
bag of ice to hold against his swelling eye socket. 


The sky had turned the gray-pink of dawn before the 
firemen were satisfied that the last of the smoldering 
embers was out. They finally drove away, leaving charred 
ruins behind. The stench of burned flesh and hide hung in 
the air in an invisible, choking cloud. 


Tom’s arm around Sarah’s waist held her securely upright as 
she swayed with exhaustion in the middle of the muddy, 
soot-covered yard. Some of the neighbors stopped on their 


way to their cars to offer Sarah condolences on her loss and 
promises of assistance in rebuilding her barn. 


The Petersons tried to ignore Tom, the Burketts 
acknowledged him, and Charlie even shook his hand. 
People’s reactions to his undeniable presence at her side 
were as varied as their personalities. Some of them didn’t 
even stop to say goodbye, simply drifted away to their cars 
and pickups now that the show was over. 


When the last person had left, only the sheriff remained. “l 
may need to ask more questions in the next few days, 
especially if Reed doesn’t make it. The man wasn’t looking 
too good when they took him away. Don’t worry though. I’m 
Sure it will be clear to any court that this was a case of self- 
defense. It ain’t my place to judge who has what coming to 
‘em, but if ever a man deserved a beating it’s that fellow. ” 


After the sheriff’s cruiser pulled away, Sarah and Tom were 
finally left alone to face the smoking destruction of the barn. 


“Are you all right?” Tom asked. “Why don’t you go have a 
bath and lie down? ” 


“What are you going to do?” 
“Bury them. ” He nodded at the pile of rubble. 
“You don’t have to do that. You should rest too.” 


“I want to take care of it. | need to do something to make up 
for...” He breathed out shakily. His hands clenched at his 
sides and he stared at the ground. “I’m sorry for making all 
of this happen. He was right. | should have stayed away 
from you. I’ve brought you nothing but trouble.” 


Sarah grabbed his shoulders and forced him to look into her 
eyes. “No! Forget everything that man ever said. You did 
nothing wrong. Not ever. He made this happen. ” 


She grasped his hands and held them. “I don’t know how 
many more ways | can Say it. 


l'm happy you came here. You’ve...” she hesitated over the 
melodramatic words, but they were the truth and he needed 
to hear them, “brought my heart to life again.” 


She rubbed her hands over his bandaged ones then lifted 
them to her mouth and kissed the backs of them. 


She gestured to the smolder ruin. “We'll take care of that 
later. Right now I have something more important for you to 
do. | want you to come inside with me. | need you to hold 
me,” 


His eyes were glistening as he looked into hers. He nodded 
then took her hand and followed her into the house. 


They bathed together in a steaming tub of water. 


Tom traced the thin slice across Sarah’s chest with a finger 
then leaned in to place a suturing row of kisses along it. 


She removed the bandages from his hands and carefully 
washed his swollen knuckles and battered face. 


They gently kissed and touched everywhere, reassuring 
each other that they were safe. 


Afterward they lay down to sleep in exhausted peace while 
the sun moved across the sky, marking the passing of 
another day. 


* OK OOK OX 


“Are you ready for this?” Sarah asked. 


They sat in the parked Plymouth looking at the people 
milling around the picnic tables, the grill and horseshoe 
pitch in Brodbeck’s yard. It was a fine, clear October day, 
the last chance for an outdoor event, and a large portion of 
the community had turned out for it. 


Tom nodded, but looked nervous. 


They got out of the car and walked toward Betty Brodbeck, 
who was cutting cake at the dessert table. At least there 
was one friendly face to welcome them. 


When she saw them approaching, Betty laid down the knife 
and walked toward them. She embraced Sarah and took 
Tom’s hand and squeezed it. “I’m so glad you could come.” 


“Thank you for inviting us.” Sarah was grateful to her for 
much more than simply extending the invitation. 


Betty dropped her voice. “The best way to get people to 
stop gossiping is to let them get to know Tom.” She turned 
to him. “I know it’s kind of like being on trial but if you’re 
going to stay around here, you have to do it.” She patted his 
arm. “So why don’t you grab yourself a soda from the wash 
tub and I'll introduce you around.” 


Sarah watched as Betty led Tom from group to group. 
Clutching a bottle of Orange Crush still dripping with melted 
ice, Tom stuck out his hand to one person after another. 


Betty was a hard-headed force of nature and no one dared 
cross her by refusing to greet Tom. In thirty minutes she 
went farther toward forcing Tom’s acceptance into the 


community than Sarah could have hoped to accomplish in 
months. But then Sarah was still considered an outsider 
from the big city herself. 


She wondered how much ground would be lost when the 
judgmental townsfolk learned that not only was she living in 
sin with Tom, but was carrying his child. 


She had driven over to the doctor in Camden the previous 
Friday to take the test. Her results had come by mail 
yesterday—a week later. It was a week of wondering, 
worrying and keeping her anxious secret from Tom. 


She hadn’t told him yet, but knew that he sensed her 
tension and had felt it all week. 


She had looked up several times to catch him watching her 
with a worried frown, which she always tried to relieve with 
a smile. The strain of smiling through her fear was getting to 
her. 


When she received the envelope from the doctor’s office 
yesterday, she had put it in her apron pocket and later 
closed herself in the bathroom to read the results. She read 
the announcement that her life was about to change again 
over and over until the words blurred in front of her eyes. 


Sarah hadn’t told Tom last night. She knew he was anxious 
enough about attending the shindig at the Brodbecks’ house 
and there was no point in adding to his worries. She would 
tell him soon enough, but for now the news belonged to her 
alone. The idea of a child growing inside her filled her with 
mingled dread and exultation. 


She and John had wanted so badly to create a family, and 
now she was achieving that goal—just not with her husband. 
Her feelings were so conflicting she couldn’t begin to sort 


them out. The only thing she knew with absolute certainty 
was that when she did tell Tom, she mustn’t reveal any 
reservations or doubts. He already felt unworthy enough 
without her giving him the sense that she feared having his 
child. But the truth was that she did. 


She watched Betty introduce Tom to stiff- necked Esther and 
Carl Blanch, who barely nodded before turning away. 
Together she and Tom were already crossing one hurdle, 
gaining grudging acceptance in this community. The idea of 
having a child who would always have to fight bigotry was 
frightening. Sarah pictured a day, six or seven years in the 
future, when her little boy or girl would come home crying 
because the other kids teased him or her about being the 
tattooed man’s bastard. Her heart already ached for the 
persecution her child would suffer. 


At least the bastard part could be changed. They could be 
married. She was sure Tom would agree if that was what she 
wanted. But was it? 


She pictured her first wedding, herself in a white, satin dress 
gliding down the aisle toward a smiling John at the front of 
the church. Replacing John with Tom in her mental picture 
simply didn’t work. Their relationship was so unorthodox 
that the idea of a traditional wedding was laughable. Maybe 
a justice of the peace would do. 


She thought about the commitment of ‘forever’ between 
two people who had yet to say, “I love you” to one another. 


“Hi,” Andrew Harper’s voice startled her from her thoughts. 


“Oh, hi Andrew. ” Sarah smiled weakly. She felt discovered, 
as if he could read her thoughts. She hadn’t seen Andrew 
since early last week when he came with the rest of the 
volunteers to help with barn clean up. The animal carcasses 


had been winched to a pickup and dragged away for burial. 
Charred beams were knocked down into the center of the 
wreckage. In spring she would have the site bulldozed and 
maybe later in summer erect a new barn. It all depended on 
how much farming she and Tom would be doing. 


Now that there was a man to help run the operation, she 
might take back some of the fields she had been renting to 
the neighbors. Which brought her right back to her original 
question—what was their future together to be? 


Aware that she’d been silent too long, Sarah asked, “How 
have you been? ” 


“Great. Keeping busy, you know. ” 


She nodded, searching for something else to say. “That’s 
good.” 


“I just wanted to tell you how sorry | was about the fire.” 
Andrew said. “When is the court date?” 


“Reed is out of the hospital and in jail now. The hearing is 
set for next month. Both Tom and | have to testify and that 
should be about it according to the sheriff.” 


Andrew nodded. “How much prison time are you 
expecting?” 


“I don’t know. It could be years.” 
“Well, that’s good.” 


Bonnie Samuels, Jenny’s oldest daughter, walked up and 
possessively linked her arm through Andrew's. “Hello, 
Sarah. So sorry about your barn. Andy and | were just saying 


that we should get the community involved and have a barn 
raising next spring, weren’t we, Andy? ” 


“Mm- hm.” Andrew blushed. 


Bonnie’s intentions were obvious. Although she was only 
twenty-two and Andrew nearly forty, Sarah was sure he 
would soon be a groom. Bachelors were in short supply 
since the war and Bonnie knew a solid match when she saw 
one. 


“I’m absolutely starving. Are you ready to go wait in line?” 
Bonnie asked Andrew. 


She turned to Sarah. “You'll stick around after the barbeque 
for the softball game, won’t you? You and your ... 
boyfriend?” Bonnie didn’t wait for an answer but deftly 
guided Andrew away toward the queue. 


Sarah smiled. Bonnie would be perfect for Andrew. She 
would dominate him with kid gloves and he’d be content. 


She looked for Tom in the crowd. He was easy to find. He 
was talking with Charlie Burkett and Sarah headed over to 
join them. 


Charlie greeted her. “We were just discussing the bottom 
quarter and whether you'll want me to work it for you next 
summer. Truth is, l'm slowing down some. It’d be nice to cut 
back on my workload and Tom here thinks he’d like to give it 
a try. | can teach him what needs to be done and rent out 
my plow and planter for you to use next spring. What do you 
think?” 


“It sounds perfect.” Sarah imagined next spring; Tom out in 
the field plowing and she swollen to bursting with a new 


young life. By her calculations the baby should be born in 
June or early July. 


It was too much to wrap her mind around such an enormous 
change in her life. 


Suddenly all she wanted was to be at home away from all 
these people sneaking looks at them, whispering and 
wondering behind their backs. 


Tom was smiling. He looked as thrilled as when Sarah had 
offered to teach him to read. 


“Hell, he can help me with the fall plowing if he wants to. | 
could afford to pay a little,” Charlie said. 


“Thank you. I'd like that.” Tom said. “When can | start?” 


Sarah was pleased that he had struck up such an easy 
rapport with the old man. She excused herself, leaving them 
to their conversation. Then she walked around the far side 
of the house to get away from the crowd. 


She rounded the corner of a shed by the field and surprised 
Shirley Brodbeck necking with her boyfriend Eric Samuels. 
“Oh, excuse me!” 


The two young lovers pulled quickly apart. Shirley sprang 
away from the wall Eric had her pressed up against. The boy 
wiped his hand over his mouth and ducked his head 
sheepishly. 


Shirley blushed. “That’s okay. We were just about to go 
back.” She grabbed her boyfriend’s hand and they ran back 
toward the party. 


Sarah slumped against the wall and slid down to sit in the 
grass, legs drawn to her chest. She rested her forehead 
against her knees and thought about Tom, their future, their 
child. She remembered how dark and empty her life had 
been during the days he was missing and how she feared 
for him when he was fighting with Reed. 


She pictured a hundred different moments with Tom over 
the past month. His face shining in the sun. His smile when 
he looked up at her from a book. His voice humming quietly 
to himself when he thought she wasn’t listening. His hands 
stroking her body slowly or holding her tight and his eyes 
telling her she was beautiful and everything he wanted in 
the world. 


She lifted her forehead from her knees and looked off across 
the field. The answer was so clear she wondered what she 
had been working herself up over. She loved this man—his 
simplicity and sweetness—and nothing else mattered. All 
the issues apart from that kernel of truth fell away. 


Sarah stood up, prepared to raise her head high, eat 
barbeque and visit with her friends and neighbors as if there 
was nothing out of the ordinary about her choice of man. 


And at the end of the day she would curl up with Tom in 
their bed and tell him the news that he was going to be a 
father. 


* OK OK OX 


She lay beneath Tom, feeling the heat of his body covering 
her and the occasional cool breeze from the open window 
drying the sheen of sweat on her skin. She was completely 
content. 


He moved inside her slowly ... slowly ... thrusting, but with 
no urgency, simply filling her with himself. 


Her hands roved up and down the planes of his back and 
buttocks, feeling him tense and release with each stroke, 
admiring the tautness of his flanks and the smoothness of 
his skin. 


The gentle pace was peaceful, but after a while Sarah felt 
an urgency building deep inside her. It coiled lazily through 
her, growing gradually from a general sense of desire to a 
throbbing need to an explosion that shuddered through her 
with quiet intensity. Her eyes closed tight and she shook and 
moaned. 


Tom let out a satisfied “Mm” at her orgasm, pressing a kiss 
to her throat and then to her gasping mouth. He began to 
push into her with increasing urgency of his own. 


She opened her eyes and focused on his face, the frown of 
concentration, his open mouth of delight as he slowly built 
toward climax. She clenched her inner muscles around him, 
feeling his cock fill her with satisfying weight and girth. She 
pictured the tattoos of barbed wired encircling it from base 
to shaft and shivered remembering Reed’s insinuating voice 
in her ear asking if it scratched. 


Part of her wished the man had died. He could be released 
from prison some day, but he could never come back from 
the grave. Then she dismissed him from her mind and 
concentrated only on Tom rising above her and thrusting 
deep inside as he reached his point of no return. He bucked 
into her hard for several thrusts crying out his release. He 
collapsed on top of her panting against her neck. 


She embraced him, humming soothingly into his shoulder 
and caressing the soft hair curling at the nape of his neck. 


Tom rolled off of her and lay beside her, his arm across her 
body. 


She linked her fingers with his, loving the contrast of her 
pale skin and his riotous color. 


Their hands moved together other playfully, Sarah trying to 
pin Tom’s thumb down with her own. “I have something 
important to tell you, ” she said after a moment, bringing 
their joined hands down to rest on her belly. She took a deep 
breath. “I’m pregnant.” 


Tom was silent but his hand clenched against hers. 
“I’m going to have a baby, ” she said. 
There was a long pause and then he said, “My baby? ” 


She turned her head on the pillow and glared at him. “Well, 
of course! Who else? 


You do understand how it works don’t you? ” She couldn’t 
help her irritable tone. Her hormones were already running 
rampant, and she had assumed Tom would be ecstatic at 
the news. Wasn’t a family what he had always wished for? 


He gazed back at her with solemn eyes. “Yes, | understand 
but...” he trailed off. 


“What?” She tried to read his expression. Sometimes it was 
so hard. She knew a hundred thoughts were flashing 
through his mind, but she couldn’t capture and examine 
even one. 


“How can...?” He bit his lip, closed his eyes a moment then 
opened them to fix her with his vibrant blue gaze. “I’m glad. 
We would be a family then, wouldn’t we?” 


“Yas,” 


“But will the baby be happy? When it’s older and wants to 
have friends and be normal...” 


Sarah rubbed his arm. “Things may be hard for us right now. 
But the longer we live together, the more people will get 
used to you. Maybe by the time our child is old enough for 
school people won’t even consider us different anymore.” 
She said it with such confidence she amazed herself. 


He reached up to stroke her cheek and tucked a strand of 
hair behind her ear. A slow smile curved his lips. “Should we 
get married then? ” 


“It might help.” She smiled back. “Do you want to marry 
me?” 


“Yas,” 
“Do you love me?” 


His eyes answered more eloquently than the single word 
that issued almost soundlessly from his lips, “Yes.” 


“I love you too.” She rolled onto her side and kissed his lips. 
“I want to get married and have our baby and live together 
here until we’re as old as the Burketts.” 


“Yes.” He gathered her into his arms and kissed her deeply. 
x x OK OX 
Sarah propped her head on one hand and watched Tom 


Sleep. Her gaze lingered on the meticulous artwork of each 
design that covered his skin like a painstakingly stitched 


quilt. Once again she admitted that despite his evil, Arthur 
Reed was a talented artist. 


Tom’s canvas of skin was intricately filled with dynamic color 
and motion. 


When she first saw Tom, Sarah thought there was no pattern 
or reason behind the designs but the more she looked at 
them, the more she felt there was something significant 
right beyond the edge of her grasp. Whatever the meaning, 
her lover’s painted skin was beautiful. He was beautiful— 
both inside and out. 


She felt a fierce wave of protective love sweep through her. 
She vowed that she would always show him the love he had 
been denied for so many years. She had given him her 
heart, her body, her home, and now she would give him the 
new life growing inside of her. 


Together they would create the family both had always 
wanted. 
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